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CHAPTER ONE

	 

	THE KNOCK ON the door pounded, along with his head, but Grayson Steele ignored both. He grabbed a pillow from the couch and pulled it over his ears to muffle the sound. The banging came again, and he groaned and pulled the pillow closer. The needles behind his eyes sharpened their aim and sank into his skull. The noise sounded again and the needles became drill bits, burrowing deeper. He still didn’t move, expecting the noisy offender to eventually give up and leave.

	After a moment, the knocking ended. Relaxing his hold on the pillow, he could make out the soft sounds of the ocean surf. Grayson Steele had no interest in visitors. His only concerns were his dog—a mutt named Max who also ignored the front door because he’d learned early that barking at it mattered little—and his bottle of bourbon, which now sat half-empty on the coffee table. If those two items were not at the door, then he was not answering. 

	Although the pounding on the door had ended, the pain in his head did not. After a few minutes, he shifted from his prone state on the couch and groaned when his body protested. Despite his relative youth, he felt as old as his house and just as creaky. Seeing Grayson move, Max sat up from his perch beside the sofa and watched him. His doggy eyes peered and his tail wagged, indicating his hope that his owner might pick up the Frisbee and head for the back door. 

	“Sorry, Max,” he said. “No catch today.”

	He tossed the pillow on the couch and attempted to sit up. Max’s eager puppy-eyed look made him sigh. 

	“You okay, Mr. Steele?”

	He jumped at the sound and turned. The pain behind his eyes flared, and he winced. Looking over, he saw a slender but tall man in a light blue suit and yellow tie in his kitchen. He was well-groomed and clean-shaven.

	Grayson held his head. “Who the hell are you?”

	The man flipped on the faucet in the kitchen sink and began to wash the piled dishes. “My name is Franklin. Franklin Gallagher, sir.” 

	“What the hell are you doing in my house?”

	Franklin scrubbed at a bowl and glanced up at him. “Cooper Stone sent me, sir.”

	“What?” He rubbed at his blurry eyes. “Coop?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“What the hell for?”

	Franklin set a bowl in the drainer and reached for another dish. “He told me to come over here.” He held a plate under the water. “He said…and I’m quoting him now, ‘Get that asshole up and moving. Whatever it takes. I want him ready for the weekend.’”

	Grayson shook his head and immediately regretted the action. “Weekend?”

	“Yes. Mr. Stone is throwing a birthday party this weekend at his beach house. I believe it’s three doors down from here, sir.”

	“I know where it is, Franklin. How did you get in here?”

	“Mr. Stone gave me a key.”

	“He what?”

	“He said you wouldn’t answer the door. He’s been trying to reach you for two weeks.”

	“He gave you a key?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“That bastard.” He moaned and grabbed his temples. “Why didn’t he come? Why’d he send you?”

	“Mr. Stone recently hired me. I’m his assistant and jack-of-all-trades, you might say. I help him with various tasks as required. He offered me a thousand dollars to come here and…” He looked around the house, eyeing the empty liquor bottles, closed shutters, and the dirty clothes on the floor. “…assist you.”

	Grayson couldn’t believe this was happening. “Assist me? I don’t need assistance. I have a housekeeper, Frank.”

	“Pardon me, sir, but perhaps their skills could use some improvement. When was the last time your help was here? A year?”

	Grayson pinched his nose when his head flared again. “Nobody likes a smart-ass, Franklin.”

	“I apologize, sir.”

	“And stop calling me sir.”

	“What would you prefer me to call you?”

	“Grayson is fine.”

	“I’d feel more comfortable with Mr. Steele.”

	Gray attempted to stand but sat back down when his legs shook. Max continued to sit beside him. “Some guard dog.”

	Max had no response.

	Franklin shut off the sink and dried his hands. He’d placed the remaining dirty dishes in the dishwasher and flipped it on. He looked around the kitchen and viewed the pantry.

	“Can I make you some lunch, sir?”

	“Lunch?” asked Gray, shutting his eyes. “God, no.” Hearing rustling, he opened his eyes and peered into the kitchen. Franklin was poking his head into his pantry. “What are you doing?”

	Franklin popped his head out. “I’m afraid I’ll have to go to the grocery for you, Mr. Steele. The only thing you have in here is dog food.” He pulled out a large bag and dug out a scoop of dried bits. Max immediately reacted and jogged into the kitchen. Frank found a bowl, dumped the food into it, and set it down. “Here you are, Max.” He patted the dog on the head.

	Gray grunted. “You know my dog?”

	“Mr. Stone told me about him, yes.”

	Franklin began to walk through and gather up empty bottles and trash.

	“You can go home. I don’t need a babysitter.”

	“Mr. Stone said you would say that. He told me to ignore you.” He picked a shirt up off the floor and threw it on the back of a chair.

	Gray shook his head. “He’s giving you a thousand dollars to do this?”

	“He has.”

	“I’ll give you two thousand to leave.”

	Frank stopped where he stood, holding a dirty plate and an empty liquor bottle. “He told me to tell you that he’d offer a thousand more than any offer you make. Guess that means I’m up to three thousand dollars.” He walked into the kitchen and dropped the bottle into the trash and put the dirty plate in the dishwasher.

	“Shit.”

	“I suppose you could say that.”

	“Just what exactly does he want you to do?”

	Franklin walked back into the room. Seeing something on the floor, he leaned over and picked it up. It was a lacy black bra. “Perhaps you haven’t been as lonely as Mr. Stone suspects.”

	Gray stood despite his shakiness and pulled the item out of Franklin’s hands. “Mind your own business, Frank.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“And stop calling me sir.”

	Gray dropped the bra onto the kitchen table and sat down in a chair. His throat felt as dry as the sand off his back porch, and he knew he needed a shower and a shave. His stomach growled despite his hangover, and he realized he hadn’t eaten in twenty-four hours.

	“To answer your question, sir…I mean Mr. Steele…Mr. Stone wanted me to check in on you. Make sure you were all right. Then he said to make sure you got cleaned up and ate something. Said you’d probably be hung over and would need a shower and solid meal. It seems he knows you pretty well.”

	Gray held his foggy head in his hands. “He should. I’ve known him since the third grade.”

	“I know, sir.”

	Gray lifted his head. “You do?”

	“Well, yes, sir.” Frank walked back to the pantry and pulled out a broom. “I’m surprised you have one of these.” He began to sweep at the crumbs on the floor. “You and Mr. Stone are well known. Most know of your background.”

	Gray watched Franklin sweep. “They do, huh?”

	“Of course. Everyone knows of Stone and Steele Enterprises. You two were self-made millionaires by the age of twenty-five. Mr. Stone was on the cover of Tech magazine.”

	“That was me, Frank.”

	“It was?”

	“Yeah. Coop was on the cover of GQ.”

	“Well, whatever. You both made a name for yourselves at an early age.”

	Gray rubbed at his eyes. “I suppose so.”

	Franklin stopped his cleaning. “Do you mind if I ask you something, sir?”

	Gray sighed. “What?”

	“What happened?”

	“What happened?”

	“Yes. I did my research when I began this job. The two of you were a popular team. Out in the media. Enjoying the night life. Traveling. Beautiful women. Then all of a sudden, you dropped out of sight. From what I’ve gathered, Mr. Stone has been running the business the last few years.”

	Gray said nothing. After a moment, he stood and spoke. “I’m going to take a shower, Franklin.”

	Franklin resumed his sweeping. “Yes, sir.”

	Gray stepped away from the breakfast table but turned before he left the room. “Franklin?”

	“Yes, Mr. Steele?”

	Gray studied the man cleaning his floor. “You a reporter?”

	“Excuse me, sir?”

	“Are you a reporter?”

	Franklin made a face. “Heavens, no, sir. I wouldn’t know the first thing about reporting.”

	Gray thought for a moment. “I don’t like reporters, Frank. So I hope you’re telling the truth. A word of this impromptu visit gets out in the press and you’ll be sweeping floors for a living.”

	Franklin gripped at the broom. “I would never speak of this, sir. I highly respect my employer’s privacy, and those of his circle.”

	Gray eyed him as if measuring his honesty. “Let’s keep it that way.” He turned to walk back to his bedroom. “Oh, and Frank?”

	“Yes, sir?”

	His stomach grumbled again. “If I’m stuck with you, you might as well order me a pizza.”

	“Certainly, sir. What kind?”

	“Surprise me. Oh, and get something for yourself too. This is on Coop’s dime, right?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“Then order for the neighbors, and get whatever you want.”

	“Thank you, sir.”

	“And Frank?”

	“Yes?”

	He turned and headed for the shower. “Stop calling me sir.”

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER TWO

	 

	THIRTY MINUTES LATER, he re-emerged from the bathroom feeling better but still moving slowly. He walked back into his living room and squinted from the bright light that greeted him. Franklin had opened the shutters and sunshine flooded the room. He raised his hand to block his eyes. The room had been cleared of trash, and his dirty clothes were now gone, presumably in the laundry. Glancing into the kitchen, he saw the clean countertops and empty sink. He had to admit, it looked better. He considered grabbing a beer from the fridge, but he knew he’d regret it, and he walked to the back door and opened it. The sea breeze hit him, and he breathed deeply. Max ran up the porch and jumped up for a pet. He ruffled the dog’s head and stepped outside. Franklin was nowhere in sight. He stood for several minutes with his eyes closed and listened to the soft waves and cawing seagulls. Only the beach could calm him when he needed to relax. It was why he lived here now. After all he’d experienced, it was the only place he’d found peace, until the demons reared their heads, and then he’d learned that only bourbon could quiet those voices. And they seemed to speak to him more and more often lately.

	The sound of talking reached his ears, and he opened his eyes to see people below on the shore, staring and pointing. He looked down the beach as Franklin joined him on the porch.

	“There you are, sir…Mr. Steele. Your pizza is here.”

	“What’s going on down there?’

	“What do you mean?”

	“Down there.” He pointed where the beach walkers looked. Red lights flashed in the distance and Gray could see emergency vehicles. It was hard to make out what was happening.

	“I don’t know, sir. Perhaps an accident?”

	A police cruiser joined the scene.

	“I hope it wasn’t a drowning,” said Franklin.

	Gray moved toward the stairs. “I’m going to find out.”

	“Wait, sir.”

	Gray turned toward Franklin. “What?”

	Franklin turned and went inside. He came back out with a paper towel and a piece of pizza in his hand. “At least eat something while you walk.”

	Gray almost turned him down, but then his stomach growled and he reached for the food. “Thanks.” He turned and headed down the stairs as Max joined him.

	“Sir?”

	“What, Franklin?” He glanced back.

	“You mind if I clean your bedroom?”

	Gray considered it. “Have at it, Frank. Just watch out for the spiders.” He grinned when Franklin gave him a worried look. “Come on, Max. Let’s go find out what all the excitement is about.” Max ran toward the water’s edge, and Gray took a bite of his pizza. Franklin disappeared into the house.

	Five minutes later, Gray came onto the scene. An ambulance pulled away as he neared and a policeman began to roll out yellow tape to keep bystanders away. A fire truck with flashing lights waited nearby and a second police cruiser joined the fray. Gray assumed the ambulance carried the victim until he moved and got a better view and saw what looked like a blue tarp on the sand. He froze when he realized it was a body. Policemen milled around, and he could hear the muffled voices of radio communication coming from their vehicles. Other people had stopped and they all stared from behind the tape as the police worked the area. 

	He’d finished his pizza on the walk over, and he curled the paper towel into his fist. Another vehicle drove up, and he saw the words, “Coroner’s Office,” printed on the side. The car stopped and two men stepped out and walked toward the covered form. Two other men with badges met them. They spoke, but Gray could not hear what they said over the sound of the waves. Max barked at a seagull but remained at Gray’s side.

	“Any idea what’s going on?”

	Gray turned at the voice and saw a woman. Dressed casually with sunglasses perched on her head, she stood next to him, but she watched the police as he did. Her long dark hair blew in the wind.

	“No. No idea.”

	“Doesn’t look good.”

	“No, it doesn’t.”

	They watched the men from the coroner’s office pull equipment from their vehicle. The policemen began to question the crowd.

	“Do you know who it is?”

	A seagull flew over Gray’s head. “What?”

	“The victim?” she asked. “Do you know her?”

	“It’s a her?”

	“Yes. I saw her before they covered her.”

	“You did? What’d she look like?”

	“Blonde. Pretty. About all I could tell. You’re a local, though, aren’t you?”

	“Excuse me?” he asked.

	“You live here? Grew up nearby? Right?”

	“How do you know that?”

	“You’re Grayson Steele, aren’t you?”

	He groaned, but didn’t answer her.

	“My name’s Gillian. Gillian Fletcher.”

	He continued to watch the men with their equipment. It was not the first time he’d been approached by a woman on the beach, but at a crime scene?

	Still watching the activity, he answered her. “Listen, Miss Fletcher. I’m not interested, okay?”

	He could feel her looking at him. “You’re not interested in what?” she asked.

	“There’s a dead body over there. Now is not the time for a hook-up.”

	“A hook…what, you think I’m hitting on you?”

	He turned toward her. She was attractive, and under different circumstances, he might have made the effort, but he was not that man anymore. “Aren’t you?”

	She smiled. “No, I’m not.”

	“Then what do you want?”

	“Excuse me?”

	“You know my name? Know I live nearby? Know I grew up not far from here?” He crossed his arms. “What do you want?”

	She didn’t answer for a second. “I’m a reporter.”

	He chuckled. The men on the beach lifted the tarp, but they blocked his view. “Looks like you’ve got quite the story on your hands. First on the scene.”

	“I’m not that kind of reporter.”

	“You’re not?”

	“No. I work for Lifestyle magazine.”

	“Lifestyle, huh? What lifestyle are you interested in?”

	“Yours.”

	He smirked. “Let me guess. You want to interview me?”

	“I do.”

	“Why?”

	“Why not? Everyone wants to get an interview with you. You’re a millionaire playboy who’s become a recluse. The Howard Hughes of our time. You’re a huge scoop.”

	“No thanks.”

	“Why not? Don’t you want the world to know the truth?”

	“What truth?”

	“That you’re not as messed up as they say you are. That you’re not a drug user or psychotic. That you’re not building sandcastles in your bedroom in your free time. Or tying up seagulls and eating them for lunch.”

	He grimaced. “Is that what they’re saying about me?”

	“Depends on the magazine.”

	He shook his head. “I’m obviously not keeping up on current trends.”

	“So tell them that you don’t do any of those things.”

	He tilted his head. “And how do you know I don’t?”

	She didn’t say anything, but her eyes moved back to the beach. The men were moving the body into a zippered bag. They tried to keep the bystanders from watching by holding up a blanket, but a strong gust of wind blew and the blanket moved and he got a quick but clear view of the woman. A chill shot through him when he realized he recognized her. He knew the victim.

	“Oh my God.”

	“What?” she asked.

	He felt the blood leave his face, and he stared at the sand.

	“You okay?”

	He looked for his dog. “Max?” He saw Max chasing a seagull.

	“Mr. Steele?”

	Max ran up to him and shook out the water on his coat. “Let’s go, Max.”

	“Please, Mr. Steele. Would you consider it?”

	He didn’t answer her. His wooden legs didn’t want to move, but he forced them over the sand, the face of the victim echoing in his mind. He blinked and tried to think back. When had he seen her last? Calculating the time in his head, he grimaced when he remembered. Three days. It had been three days since he’d slept with her. He felt the urge to lose his pizza, but he held it back. Picking up his pace, he walked fast through the sand and ignored the reporter behind him.

	“Mr. Steele? Are you okay? Can I follow up with you later?”

	Leaving the scene, he said nothing.

	 

	**

	 

	Twenty-four hours later he sat quietly on his back porch. He’d barely moved since he’d returned from the incident on the beach the previous day. When he’d made it back, he’d kicked Franklin out and grabbed another bottle of liquor. He’d opened it, but something had stopped him from drinking. Going outside to sit, he’d tried to let the sea calm him. He’d sat for hours, thinking about what he had done. He’d been so careful to avoid any possibility of this happening again, but then she’d showed up at his door. When he hadn’t answered, she’d come around back. He’d seen her peeking in through the patio door and he’d recognized her immediately. Marilyn. She’d been a childhood friend of his and Coop’s. They’d grown up together, attending the same schools, hanging out together and generally making their parent’s lives hell. After graduating high school, she’d stayed on the east coast to attend college while he and Coop headed out to UCLA. They’d kept in touch. The summer after their graduation, just before he and Coop hit it big with their business and after Gray had experienced one of the most traumatic events of his life, they’d had a brief fling. It hadn’t lasted, and they hadn’t expected it to. They weren’t in love but they’d both needed the affection. Soon after, she’d moved to California and he and Coop had returned to the east coast. He’d heard she’d married, but it didn’t last and she’d divorced. He hadn’t seen her since their tryst until she’d showed up three days earlier on his back porch.

	While mulling over her visit and their time together, he’d dozed outside in the patio lounge chair. Marilyn’s body zippered into a plastic bag played over and over again in his head and he couldn’t summon the energy to move or even care if he ever did again. He berated himself. How could he have been so stupid, so careless? The phone inside the house rang; he ignored it. It had rung several times since Franklin had left, but he hadn’t answered. His cell phone had died during the night. It had messages he’d never bothered listening to. His mind kept returning to Marilyn. He’d let her in when he’d seen her. They’d talked. He’d offered her a drink, and they’d caught up on old times. She’d asked how he was and wondered why he’d chosen to hide from the world, and uncharacteristically, he’d answered her. After hearing his answer, she hadn’t lectured or judged him, nor offered any advice. A few hours later, they were both drunk and she’d leaned over and kissed him, and he hadn’t stopped her. Damn, he thought to himself. Why didn’t I stop her? Why didn’t I stop myself? 

	The sun rising, he’d opened his eyes and managed to rouse himself long enough to go inside to use the bathroom. Returning to the porch, he saw the opened, untouched liquor bottle still sitting on the patio table. He grabbed it and a glass and sat, ready to drink the memories away, but he still couldn’t bring himself to do it. It was as if he knew he deserved to feel the guilt and despair. Marilyn’s face flickered again in his mind’s eye. He’d as good as killed her and not drinking would have to be his punishment. He thought of the other women from his past, and he scanned the dark blue, choppy water. If he couldn’t bring himself to drink, then maybe there was one other way out of the hell he was in. He wondered how long it would take to succumb.

	“Hello? Mr. Steele?’

	The voice startled him and he shifted in his seat, listening for the source of the sound. He cleared his throat but didn’t speak.

	“Mr. Steele? May I come up?”

	Looking through the balcony slats, he could see a woman below his patio. He didn’t know her at first, but then his mind cleared and he recognized her. “No,” he said. “You can’t.”

	“Just for a few seconds? Please?”

	“I told you I’m not giving you an interview.”

	“How about a Band-Aid?”

	“A what?”

	“A Band-Aid. I stepped on a shell or something. I’m bleeding.”

	He sat farther up but couldn’t see her clearly so he forced himself to stand. She stood at the base of the stairs, holding her foot, and blood dripped from her heel. Her sunglasses were still perched on her head, and the wind still blew her hair. Despite his reluctance, he sighed and gave in to her request.

	“Fine. Come on up. Rinse it first in the shower below the stairs. I’ll get a bandage.”

	She looked beneath the porch and hopped to the shower where she turned on the spray and rinsed her foot. He left the balcony and returned with supplies as she reached the top of the stairs. She held a pair of sandals in her hand and dropped them on the deck.

	“Here,” he said. “Sit.” He grabbed a chair and pulled it up. She sat down, and he grabbed another chair and sat across from her. She raised her foot, and he took it and laid it over his knee. She winced at the movement.

	“What’d you do to it?” he asked, applying pressure to the cut with a paper towel.

	She sucked in a breath. “I took my shoes off. Must have stepped on something.”

	“Right off my back porch, huh?”

	“Talk about a coincidence.”

	“I’m sure.”

	He continued to hold pressure on the wound.

	“How bad is it?” she asked.

	“You’ll live. It’s bleeding, though.”

	“I don’t need stitches, do I?”

	He took the bandage away and checked her foot. The bleeding had slowed. “No.” He dabbed at it and found some antiseptic ointment and unscrewed the cap. “If it swells up though, turns blue, and starts to smell, you might consider seeing a doctor.”

	“Thanks,” she answered. He smeared the medicine on her foot, and she winced again. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

	He found a large Band-Aid and patched it over her foot. “I’d keep the sand out of it, if you can.”

	She took her foot off his knee as Max stepped out of his dog door and joined them on the porch. He ran up to her, and she petted his head. “Thanks for the first aid,” she said.

	“You’re welcome.” He put his supplies on the outdoor table. “So,” he said, “you want to tell me why you were snooping outside my house?”

	Her eyes widened. “I wasn’t snooping. It’s a public beach.”

	He snorted. “Come on.”

	“What?”

	“I know what you want.”

	“Yes. I told you. I want an interview.”

	“And you think sitting outside my house is going to get you one?”

	“I’m talking to you, aren’t I?”

	“Not on the record, you aren’t.”

	“Not yet.”

	He stood from his chair. “It was nice meeting you, uh…what was it?”

	She smiled. “Gillian Fletcher. And what’s the harm in a short interview?”

	“Goodbye, Mrs. Fletcher.”

	“It’s Miss.”

	“Whatever.” He moved to the back door. “Come on, Max.”

	Max continued to sit next to her though, and Gillian rubbed his ears. “At least one of you likes me,” she said.

	“He’s a lousy judge of character.”

	She didn’t give up. “Not an interview then. A conversation.”

	His lips turned up. “Now you are hitting on me?”

	“I want to talk to you, not date you. And I’m persistent when I want something.”

	“What, you always get your story, is that it?”

	“Something like that.”

	“I hate to tell you this, but you’re not getting this one.” He opened the back door. “Come on, Max.” Max must have realized Gray meant business because he stood and walked into the house. “Have a nice life, Miss Fletcher.”

	He started to close the door when he heard another voice. “Miss Fletcher? Who’s Miss Fletcher?”

	Footsteps sounded on the stairs and Gray’s best friend and business partner, Cooper Stone, walked up onto the back porch. His lanky, yet muscular frame fit his tailored, but casual clothes perfectly. He had the classic polished look, yet he still maintained the appeal of an easy-going, spontaneous college kid. He stopped when he saw Gillian. “Is this Miss Fletcher?” He smiled down at her and his blonde hair shone in the sun, giving him an almost angelic appeal. “Well,” he said, reaching for her hand, but instead of shaking it, he raised it and kissed the back of it. “Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

	Gray swung the door back open. “What the hell are you doing here?”

	Cooper grunted, but his smile remained. “Good to see you too, buddy. How about you answer your phone and maybe I wouldn’t have to come over here to make sure you’re still alive?”

	“I’m alive, all right?”

	“I can see that.” He still held Gillian’s hand. “And keeping good company, I see.”

	“She was just leaving.”

	Cooper groaned softly. “What a shame. I hope my friend here treated you well.”

	Gillian took her hand back. “On the contrary, he’s been rather difficult to deal with.”

	“Then allow me to introduce myself,” said Cooper, displaying a charming grin. “My name is—”

	“—Cooper Stone,” she answered for him.

	“My reputation precedes me.”

	“It does.”

	He grinned. “I hope that doesn’t mean we can’t get to know each other better.”

	“Cooper,” said Gray.

	“What?” he answered without looking away from Gillian.

	“Leave her alone.”

	That made Cooper look up. “What? Don’t tell me you like her? I thought you’d sworn off women?”

	“I mean she’s not your type. She doesn’t want a two week fling which ends in a doctor’s visit.”

	“Ouch,” said Cooper, straightening. “You need a drink. What’s got you all riled up?”

	Gray tried to answer that question himself. “She’s a reporter. She wants a story.”

	“I see.” He shook his head at Gillian. “And he said ‘no.’”

	“He did,” she answered.

	“Of course he did.” He sat down in the chair across from her. “Well, since he’s being difficult, would you like to interview me?”

	“Damn it, Cooper,” said Gray.

	“What? The lady wants a story. I can give her one.”

	Gillian sat forward. “It’s not your story I want. No offense.”

	“None taken,” said Cooper. “But, keep in mind, I have good stories to tell.”

	“I’m sure you do, but it’s his story I’m interested in.”

	Cooper sighed. “Good luck with that, Miss Fletcher.” He leaned in close to her. “Gray can be a bit solitary when he wants to be.” He smiled charmingly at her. “I, on the other hand, can be much more pleasant company.”

	“For God’s sake,” said Gray.

	“Hey,” said Cooper, throwing out his hands. “There’s a beautiful woman on your porch and you’re ready to ship her off.” He looked at Gillian. “I apologize for his rudeness. Would you like to stay for lunch?”

	“What?” asked Gray.

	“Actually, I do need to get back,” said Gillian. She pushed up and stood without putting weight on her heel.

	Cooper noticed. “What happened?” He took her hand as she balanced. “Are you injured?”

	“It’s nothing serious. Just cut my foot.”

	“Cut your foot?” said Cooper. “Are you walking back?”

	“Yes.”

	“Where?”

	“I’m at the Sea Island Hotel.”

	“You can’t walk back there like this.” His brow furrowed. “You were going to make her walk back like this?”

	Gray didn’t know what to say.

	Cooper’s face dropped. “I’m sorry, my dear. My friend’s an idiot.” He pulled a cell phone from his pocket and dialed a number. “Dylan? Yes. Can you bring the car around front? Thanks.” He hung up the phone and returned it to his pocket. “You sure you don’t want to stay? I’m sure we can find something to eat in this sorry man’s house.”

	“I’ve got cereal,” said Gray.

	Cooper made an annoying grunt. “Never mind then,” he said. “Let’s get you out front. My driver will take you home.”

	“That’s really not necessary,” said Gillian.

	“Don’t argue. Let’s go inside to the front door.”

	“Cooper,” said Gray.

	“What?” asked Cooper, looking surprised. “You afraid she’s going to tell her readers how ugly your house is? About time somebody did.”

	“It’s better than that contemporary crap you like. At least I don’t live in a monochromatic crystal palace.”

	“It’s called style, Cochise.”

	“It’s called ugly.”

	“This way, my dear,” said Cooper, leading Gillian into the house. They walked through the living room and up to the front door as Gray followed. Cooper’s driver waited outside in the driveway.

	Cooper walked Gillian down to the car. “Dylan, take Miss Fletcher back to her hotel please, at Sea Island.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“Thank you.” He held Gillian’s hand. “It’s been a pleasure meeting you. I’m sorry if my friend was unpleasant. He can be challenging. If possible, I hope that perhaps we might see each other again.”

	“Perhaps,” said Gillian. She pulled her hand away and spoke to Gray who watched from the front steps. “If you change your mind—”

	“I won’t.”

	She stared for a moment and then turned and Dylan helped her into the waiting car. The car drove away as Gray turned and walked back into the house.

	“Hey,” said Cooper, running up the stairs. Gray almost closed the door on him.

	“What the hell is the matter with you?”

	“What’s the matter with me?” asked Coop, following Gray and closing the door.

	“Yes,” said Gray. He turned and headed into the kitchen.

	“What’s the matter with you? She’s beautiful.”

	“She’s a reporter.”

	“So what?”

	“She just wants a story.”

	“Maybe she might want more, if you gave her a chance.”

	“I can’t do that.”

	Cooper made an exasperated sigh. “Oh that’s right. Because you’re cursed.”

	Gray stopped and turned. “You know what happens, Coop.”

	Cooper’s voice rose in frustration. “Come on, Gray. How long are you gonna believe that crap? Nobody is dying because of you.”

	Gray walked into the kitchen and grabbed the Cheerios and poured himself a bowl. “I wish that were true.”

	Cooper watched him add milk. “You should have let Franklin go to the grocery store for you.”

	The mention of Franklin irritated Gray. “And why did you send your assistant to my house?”

	“Because I couldn’t get a hold of you.”

	“So you gave a stranger a key to my home?”

	“He’s not a stranger. I did a complete background check on him. He can be trusted.”

	Gray shoved the milk back in the fridge and slammed it shut. “You gave him my key.”

	Cooper’s own irritation grew. “Then if you don’t want someone to check in on you, answer the damn phone.”

	Gray shoved the bowl of Cheerios across the counter, uneaten. “I don’t want to be bothered.”

	“Jesus, Gray. This is me you’re talking to. I know you better than your mother. I know you’re carrying a load of baggage, but you can’t disappear, man. Your whole life is ahead of you.”

	“Spare me the psychiatric talk.”

	“Spare me the ‘woe is me’ crap. What the hell?”

	Anxious, Gray walked out of the kitchen but Cooper followed. Gray paced for a moment before he slumped into a seat at his breakfast table. “You don’t understand.” He thought of Marilyn. “It happened again.”

	“What happened again?”

	Gray ran a shaky hand through his hair. “She died.”

	Cooper sat beside him. “Who died?”

	“Marilyn.”

	“Marilyn? You saw Marilyn?”

	Gray sighed. “Yes. Three, no four days ago.”

	“How? When? I thought she was out in LA.”

	“She was, but she came into town and showed up here. We talked for a while. We were drinking.” He stopped when the magnitude of what happened hit him again.

	“And?”

	“And she stayed the night.”

	“You and Marilyn?”

	“Come on, Coop. It wasn’t the first time. You know that.”

	“And what’s the problem?”

	Gray dropped his head into his hands. “She’s dead.”

	“She’s what? How the hell do you know that?”

	“Because I saw her body on the beach yesterday.”

	Cooper’s jaw dropped. “You saw her body?” He paused. “Is that what had you all upset when you threw Franklin out? He said you were acting strangely.”

	Gray sat back and stared at the table. “Strangely? Yeah, you could say that. I saw a commotion on the beach. When I went down there to see what was going on, there was a body. The police were investigating. I got a look…and it was Marilyn.” He closed his eyes at the memory.

	“Are you sure, Gray? Maybe it was someone who looked like her?”

	“It was her, dammit.” He stood from his seat and paced the room. “And she was with me.” He groaned before he said it. “Three days earlier.”

	Cooper sat forward. “Don’t go there. This isn’t your fault.”

	“It’s the same damn thing, Coop. I didn’t physically hurt her, but anyone I care about and sleep with, dies three days later.”

	“I thought it was only women you were in love with? Or isn’t that what you thought?”

	“I thought so. I’ve had flings and nothing’s ever happened. I wasn’t in love with Marilyn, but I cared about her.” He stopped pacing and banged his fist into the wall. “God, maybe this thing is getting worse. Maybe it’s anyone now.”

	“Wait a minute. Get a hold of yourself. This is not a curse.”

	Gray turned on him. “What the hell would you call it then? You can’t deny the facts. First Angela. Then Erin. Then what happened in Mexico. And now this. It’s happened every time.” He grabbed at a chair and hung his head. “I sleep with a woman I love, and they’re dead three days later.”

	“But you said so yourself. You didn’t love Marilyn.”

	Gray looked back with harried eyes. “Apparently, that doesn’t matter anymore.”

	Cooper shook his head. “Would you please consider the fact that this could all be a coincidence?”

	Gray sat down heavily. “When are you ever going to take this seriously?”

	“And when are you going to stop believing this nonsense? Yes. These women died. Yes. They were tragic circumstances. Yes. They were with you three days earlier. That doesn’t mean that you are responsible. You are not cursed.”

	“You honestly think that with that track record that something isn’t going on here? That there isn’t something about my involvement that affected these women?” Gray felt weary.

	“They died, but not because of you. What do I have to do to get you to believe that?”

	“If I could get one woman I loved to day four, then that would help.”

	“Then that would require you actually leaving the house,” said Cooper.

	“I can’t take that chance.”

	Cooper sighed. “Listen. Let me call Kenny. I’ll find out what the scoop is on this body on the beach. Maybe you’re wrong. Maybe it’s not her.”

	“It was her.”

	“Then why haven’t we heard anything? She was from around here. She’d be easy to identify.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket.

	“She hasn’t lived here in almost ten years. And it’s been less than twenty-four hours since they found her.”

	“Just let me call.”

	Gray groaned. “Kenny? You have to call him?”

	“He’s a policeman. He’s our best source.”

	“Fine.”

	“Don’t worry. I’ll keep your name out of it.”

	“You know he still doesn’t speak to me.”

	Cooper held the phone to his ear. “How could he? You never leave home.” He listened and left a voicemail. “I’ll talk to him, okay?” He put his phone away. “We’ll find out what’s going on. Until then, don’t freak out on me. Let’s get the facts first.”

	“I know the facts. She’s dead.”

	Cooper shook his head. “Can we talk about something else? There’s nothing we can do now until we get some more information. So just try and relax.”

	“Relax, huh?” Gray exhaled a deep breath. “All right. What else do you want to talk about?”

	“Not to sound unsympathetic, but my birthday party is this weekend. And I expect you to be there.”

	“Ah, hell, Coop. I’m not exactly in party mode.”

	“Grayson. You cannot sit in this house this weekend when three doors down, the party of the century will be taking place.” Gray picked at a mark on the table. “You’re my best friend. I want you to be there.” 

	“Cooper…”

	“I know you’ve got a lot on your mind.” Gray peered up at him. “I’m not making light of it. I know you’ve been kicked in the ass, but you need to get out of the house. So do yourself a favor and come to the party. Even if it’s just for an hour.”

	Gray bounced his knee. “I’ll think about it, okay?”

	“You’ll do more than think about it. You’ll be there or I’ll send Franklin over to get you.”

	Gray crooked an eyebrow. “Did you really offer to pay him one thousand dollars to check in on me?”

	“Sure did.”

	“You realize I offered him two thousand to leave?”

	“Which is why he’s getting three thousand dollars from me.”

	“You’re kidding.”

	“Nope.”

	“I should have offered him ten thousand.”

	“I’d have paid him eleven.”

	Gray’s eyes widened. “What for?”

	“Because, contrary to the asshole persona I may at times project out into the world, I’m actually a decent guy.” He dropped his hand onto Gray’s wrist. “And I’m worried about you.”

	Gray looked away. 

	“You’re my friend. And if it means I have to send someone to come check in on you when I haven’t heard from or seen you and you don’t answer your phone, then I will. I don’t care if it costs a hundred grand.”

	Gray moaned. “I’m sorry, Coop. I know I haven’t been easy to deal with.”

	“Don’t apologize. Just answer your phone once in a while.”

	Gray nodded. “I will.”

	“And come to my party. I swear, you won’t want to miss it.”

	“That’s what worries me.”

	“Besides, we may have a storm coming soon. Got to get the fun in while we can.”

	“Storm?”

	“Yeah. Heard about it on the radio on the way in. It’s a long shot, but it could affect us.”

	“I hadn’t heard.”

	“That’s not surprising. A hurricane could be on top of us, and you wouldn’t know it till your roof blew off.”

	Gray didn’t answer but continued to stare off.

	Cooper stood from the table. “Come on. Let’s go.”

	“Go where?’

	“To get some breakfast. You could use a decent meal.” He scanned the room and headed into the entryway, where he picked up Gray’s car keys.

	“I’m driving.”

	“Why?”

	“Because by the looks of you, you could fall asleep during a home invasion.”

	Gray rubbed his eyes. “You’re probably right.”

	“We’ll go to Mama Jakes. Have some of her famous pancakes. You’re buying by the way.”

	Gray stood. “That’s fine.”

	Cooper jangled the keys. “And on the way over, you and I will talk about the lovely Miss Fletcher. You need to let her interview you.”

	“No, I don’t.”

	“Yes, you do.”

	Gray and Cooper walked outside. Gray locked his door. “Why?”

	“Because people need to know that you don’t sleep in animal skins or trade in illegal ivory on the black market.”

	He stopped on the front steps. “What? Is that what people are saying?”

	“That’s not even the half of it. Just wait till you hear about how you smear beetle dung on your face to stay young and eat crushed seashells to ward off evil spirits.”

	Gray’s mouth dropped. “You’re lying.”

	Cooper grinned. “Yes. I am. But if you don’t talk to her, I will, and she’ll hear all about your penchant for insect poop.”

	“Thanks a lot.”

	Cooper slapped his friend on the back. “What are friends for?”

	 

	


CHAPTER THREE

	 

	COOPER’S BIRTHDAY PARTY was in full swing when Grayson arrived. He’d heard the music the moment he’d opened his back door to leave. Arriving at the house, he dusted the sand from his feet and put his sandals back on as he climbed the stairs to Cooper’s large, paved patio. Cooper had bought the house three years earlier when Gray had moved into his family’s beach home. Gray’s house had been in his family for thirty years, and when his mother announced she was selling it, he’d bought it from her. He’d moved in two months later. Cooper couldn’t understand why Gray wanted to live at the beach, but he did understand the appeal of being near the water. So when a neighboring house had gone on the market, Coop had bought it sight unseen. He’d renovated, and now as Gray walked up the tiled stairs, he was greeted by two massive cement lions, each alongside the entrance to the deck. Beside him was the infinity pool which sported a waterfall that faced the beach. The lawn furniture was all white or glass, the only color being the green potted plants scattered around the elaborate porch, or as Coop called it—the outside living room.

	A band played off to the side of the pool and waiters served drinks and appetizers. One stopped beside him and Gray took the offered glass of champagne. He had not touched a drop of liquor since seeing Marilyn’s body. It was as if that moment had kick started him into reality, and he realized he had some serious issues to face. But now wasn’t the time for that. He’d told his friend he’d try to come to the party; he was here. So he stuck a smile on his face and moved into the crowd. He was greeted by many people who knew his name, but he didn’t know theirs. He recognized a few and avoided some others. He passed a magician who pulled a dove out of a hat and rolled his eyes at the juggler who entertained a group inside the house. He saw everyone except the birthday boy. He drained his glass of champagne and grabbed another one, along with an appetizer that looked like bacon and shrimp, and eyeing the crowd, began to make his way back onto the pool deck.

	“Hello,” he heard from behind him.

	He turned and stopped chewing. He recognized the woman immediately, only now her hair was up and soft tendrils framed her face. She wore a lovely black dress that framed her slim, but curvy figure. He kept his eyes on her face. “Miss Fletcher.”

	She held a glass of champagne. “Gillian.”

	He finished chewing and took a swig of his drink. “Yes, I know. Fancy seeing you here.”

	“Surprised?”

	He thought about his answer. “Actually, I shouldn’t be. What, did you invite yourself just to get to talk to me?”

	She laughed. “You have a healthy ego.” She took a sip of her own drink. “No, I was invited.”

	“You were?” Then it clicked. Cooper.

	“Yes. Mr. Stone sent me an invitation. He insisted I come. Said the whole island would be here.”

	“I’m sure he did.” Gray scanned the room sure he would see Coop staring down at him, laughing his ass off. He didn’t see him though.

	“You don’t mind, do you?”

	“Mind? Why should I mind?”

	“You look unhappy.”

	Not seeing Cooper, he looked back at her. “That’s not unusual.”

	“I can see that.”

	He took a sip of his drink. “So, having fun?”

	She laughed softly. “I know no one here. And the one person I do know doesn’t like me. So, no actually. But I figure after a couple more glasses of champagne, it won’t matter much.”

	“I never said I didn’t like you.”

	“You don’t act like you do.”

	“I don’t like reporters.”

	She studied him. “Why not?”

	“It’s been my experience they’re more interested in the story, not the truth.”

	“I’m not like that.”

	“That’s what they all say.”

	“You are cynical, aren’t you?”

	A waiter approached and Gray grabbed at another bacon wrapped appetizer. “I have my reasons.”

	They stood for a few quiet moments and observed the people in the crowd.

	“I’ll give you approval on the article,” she said.

	“What?” He swallowed his food. “Approval?”

	“Yes. I’ll let you read it before it goes to print. You don’t like it, I won’t print it.”

	“Your editor will agree to that?”

	“He may not have a choice.”

	“Hmm.”

	“Think about it.”

	He drank his champagne.

	“What about you?” she asked. She picked up a new glass and handed her empty one to a nearby waiter.

	“What about me?”

	“You having fun?” She nodded at the partygoers. “You should know most of the people here.”

	As if on cue, a brawny man in a gray suit with a loosened tie and a tall, scantily clad woman with short auburn hair walked out of the crowd. She leaned on the man and laughed while he told a bawdy joke, and it was evident they’d enjoyed several drinks. As he reached for another drink from a passing waitress, he swayed and bumped into Grayson. He would have fallen if Grayson hadn’t caught him. 

	The man looked up to apologize but stopped when he saw who’d grabbed him. “Grayson Steele,” he said.

	Gray recognized him. “Hi, Stuart.” He nodded at the woman. “Fran.”

	“Gray?” she asked. She detached herself from Stuart. “What are you doing here?”

	“Jesus,” said Stuart. “How long’s it been?”

	“A while.” He raised his drink. “It’s Coop’s birthday.”

	“He has one every year,” said Fran.

	Gray remained passive. “I know. But he usually has them in the city or takes some elaborate trip. But since this one was three doors down, it was hard for me to say no.”

	“It’s good to see you,” said Stuart. “God. What’s it been? Three, four years?”

	“At least,” said Fran.

	“I don’t think it’s been that long,” said Gray.

	“What the hell you been doing all this time?” asked Stuart. He looked over at Gillian. “Spending time with the ladies?” He smiled and leaned on Gray’s shoulder. Fran did not smile.

	Gray pushed Stuart back up to a standing position. “Not much. Just hanging out.”

	“What, you letting Coop do all the work? You think that’s smart? Aren’t you supposed to be the wonder boy?”

	Gray felt an itch crawl up his spine. “I’m not the wonder boy.”

	“Sure you are. Everyone knows it’s your brains that got the business up and running. Coop’s just good at schmoozing the customer. He could sell fertilizer to a cattle ranch. You’re the one who made the business what it is.”

	He shook his head. “That’s not true, Stuart.”

	“Come on,” said Fran. “We know you. Don’t be so modest. What happened to the arrogant, spoiled kid who used to give Coop a run for his money?” She cocked an eyebrow at Gillian. “You used to be the life of the party.”

	“Things change, Fran.”

	She cocked her head. “Who’s your quiet friend?”

	“Sorry, this is Gillian Fletcher. She’s a guest of Cooper’s. Gillian, this is Stuart Preston and Francine Thibodaux. We all went to high school together.”

	“Pleased to meet you,” said Stuart, and he swayed again.

	“I think you’ve had enough to drink, Stuart,” said Gray.

	“Nonsense. This party’s just getting started. Right, Fran?” He wrapped an arm around her and pulled her close. “Besides, we’re staying in one of Coop’s guestrooms tonight.”

	Fran’s desire to pull away was evident, but she let herself be hugged. “Right, Stuart.” She finally stopped staring at Gillian. “How long can we expect you to be around?”

	Gray wished he could find Cooper. “Not long. I’m hoping to find the birthday boy and then get the hell out of here.”

	“Oh, come on,” said Stuart. “Hang out. Have a few drinks. Let’s catch up on old times. Since when do you get to come to a party with an open bar?”

	“I can drink any time I want, Stuart. I don’t need a party to do it.”

	“Have you bumped into Kenny, yet?” asked Fran. Gray stopped mid-movement as he brought his glass up to his mouth. Then he continued the motion and drained the glass. “He’s here?”

	“Yes,” said Fran. “He’s here.”

	“No. I haven’t seen him.”

	“You going to talk to him?” asked Fran.

	Gray and Fran stared in silent communication when Cooper arrived and stood between Gillian and Gray. “Well, if it isn’t all my favorite people all in one place.” He put his arm around Gillian. “Miss Fletcher.” He looked her over. “How nice that you came to my little party.”

	Gillian raised her champagne. “I wouldn’t have missed it.”

	“Had any luck yet?”

	“Excuse me?”

	He squeezed Gray’s shoulder. “At wearing him down? Has he conceded defeat?”

	She shook her head. “Not yet.”

	“Give him time. He’s not as tough as he looks.”

	“Cooper,” said Gray.

	“Glad you came,” he said to Gray. “I was hoping I wouldn’t have to send Franklin.”

	“Franklin?” asked Stuart. “Who is Franklin?”

	“That would be me, sir,” said a man who approached. “Your drink, Mr. Stone.” He handed a glass to Cooper. 

	“Thanks, Frank.” He took a sip as Frank began to walk away. “Hey, wait a minute. You need to meet everyone.” Franklin stopped and turned and Cooper introduced him to the group. 

	Once the introductions were made, Cooper pointed toward Gillian. “Miss Fletcher here wants to interview Gray.”

	“She does?” asked Franklin.

	“Shit, Cooper,” said Gray.

	“Interview?” asked Fran.

	Gillian nodded. “Yes, I do.”

	Fran eyed Gillian. “Whatever for?”

	“My sparkling personality,” said Gray, and Stuart burst into laughter.

	Gillian answered her. “He’s a self-made millionaire who dropped out of sight at the prime of his success. People are curious.”

	“They are?” asked Stuart, still chuckling.

	Fran sipped her drink. “I read in one of those gossip mags that you’d been kidnapped by aliens.” Gray rolled his eyes. “Is that the type of magazine you work for?”

	Gillian paused but smiled. “No, actually. I work for Lifestyle.”

	“Really?” asked Cooper. “That would be the perfect magazine for you to be featured in. Women would eat it up.”

	“Can we talk about something else?” asked Gray. “It’s your birthday for God’s sake. Why are we talking about me?”

	“Why, indeed,” said Fran. She pulled on Stuart’s arm. “We need another drink.”

	“You’re so right. Garcon?” He stepped away to grab at two more champagnes.

	“It was a pleasure to meet you all, but I have to get back,” said Franklin.

	“Get back to what?” asked Cooper. “It’s my birthday, Franklin. Time to let your hair down. Relax and have a drink.”

	Franklin looked uncertain. “You’re sure, sir?”

	“Of course I’m sure. Nobody’s working tonight. And Franklin,” he said, grabbing at a champagne glass and handing it to him.

	“Yes?” said Franklin, taking the glass from Cooper.

	“Stop calling me sir.”

	“Yes, sir…I mean, Mr. Stone.” Taking a sip, he walked into the crowd.

	Stuart returned with his drinks and handed one to Fran. “Interesting fellow,” said Fran.

	Cooper agreed. “The guy’s irreplaceable. He does whatever I need.”

	“He should,” said Gray. “You pay him enough.”

	“That’s true. I do.”

	Just then, Stuart shouted over the music. “Kenny!” He turned and grabbed at a man’s arm. “Is that you?”

	“Stuart,” said Fran.

	Cooper and Gray made eye contact.

	The man turned and his eyes lit up when he saw who spoke to him. Kenny wore black pants and a navy shirt and cowboy boots brought his height level with Stuart’s. He ran a hand through his thinning brown hair. “Stuart? How the hell are ya?” He smiled and shook Stuart’s hand and Stuart’s drink sloshed and spilled, but he didn’t notice.

	“Come on over,” said Stuart. “Look who’s here.”

	Kenny made his way over and saw Cooper. “Hey, Cooper. Where the hell have you been? Happy birth…” He stopped when he saw Gray.

	Gray stared back. “Hi, Kenny,” he said.

	Kenny said nothing at first, but then seemed to collect himself. “Grayson.”

	Cooper interrupted the silence. “Can you believe I actually got him here? It was like pulling teeth.”

	Kenny looked around. “How’s the birthday, so far? Having fun? I can see you invited everyone.”

	“Of course I did. It’s not a party without my friends.”

	“You’ve always had a lot of those.”

	“But my favorite ones are all here.” He pulled Gillian close. “Even you Miss Fletcher.”

	Grayson glanced at Gillian and Cooper and took another swig of his drink. Fran sipped from her own glass.

	“I don’t believe we’ve met,” said Kenny.

	Cooper straightened. “Pardon me. Gillian Fletcher, meet Kenneth McDougal. Sea Island police constable and all around good guy.”

	“Pleased to meet you,” he said, shaking her hand.

	“You, too,” said Gillian.

	“She wants to interview Gray,” said Stuart.

	“Ah, hell,” said Gray.

	“Good for her,” said Kenny. 

	Stuart had no response. Kenny spoke to Cooper. “You picked a good time for your party. Next weekend might have been a wash.”

	“What do you mean?” asked Cooper.

	“Storm watch is probably going up tomorrow.”

	“Seriously? It’s coming this way?”

	“Looks like it might be,” said Kenny. “We’ll have to keep an eye on it.”

	Cooper observed the room and laughed. “At least my friends are all here to enjoy my party before the big, bad storm arrives.”

	Kenny turned serious. “Not all of them.”

	“What do you mean?” asked Cooper. “Who else could I possibly invite?”

	Kenny stood quiet, as if unsure whether to say more. “That body on the beach you called me about? It was Marilyn Horn.”

	The group went silent, and Grayson froze and felt the color drain from his face.

	“What?” asked Fran. “What about Marilyn?”

	“It was her?” asked Coop. He glanced at Gray.

	“It was. Preliminary results show she drowned.”

	“Drowned? Who drowned?” asked Stuart.

	“Marilyn drowned?” Fran asked. “What are you talking about? When?”

	“Sorry,” Kenny said. “This wasn’t the time to bring it up. But you asked me about it. Thought you should know.”

	“Yes. Right,” said Cooper.

	“Marilyn? You mean Marilyn from school?” Stuart asked.

	“Yes, you idiot,” said Fran. “What happened?”

	“Not sure,” Kenny answered. “We found the body on shore a few days ago. Just made a positive ID yesterday.” He looked at Coop. “How did you know it might be her?”

	Gray raised his head and answered the question. “I saw the emergency vehicles on the beach. I walked down and saw the scene. I thought I recognized her.”

	“Well, you were right. It was her.” Gray finished his drink and looked for another one.

	“Shit,” said Stuart. “Marilyn’s dead?”

	“I’m sorry,” said Kenny. “I should have brought it up later, after the party.”

	“Nonsense,” said Cooper. He put a hand on Grayson’s shoulder and lifted his drink. “A toast to Marilyn. A world class friend and confidant. Let’s hope she’s found peace.”

	“Here, here,” said Stuart as he raised his glass.

	“To Marilyn,” said Gray.

	“She will be missed,” said Fran.

	“Let me get another drink,” said Kenny. He turned and found a waiter and grabbed a glass. “To Marilyn,” he said.

	They all took a swig of their drinks and Gillian did the same.

	“Well,” said Kenny, looking around at the party goers. “I’m sorry I can’t stay long. I’ve got an early call tomorrow.”

	“How’s police work treating you Kenny?” Stuart asked. “Bet you’ve got some stories to share.”

	“Oh, you know how it is on the island, Stu. Feast or famine. Most of the time, I’m just chasing teenagers smoking weed, or the occasional break-in. Nothing too serious.”

	“You ever wish you’d moved to the city? Made it big like our two millionaires over here?”

	“Come on, Stu,” said Gray.

	“No, I like my life just fine, thanks.” He took another drink of his champagne and placed the rest of it on a passing waiter’s tray. “I think that’s my cue.”

	“Oh, come on, Ken. Don’t leave yet,” said Cooper. “Stay a while.”

	“Nah, I think I’ve had enough. Thanks for inviting me, though.” He leaned closer. “Try to keep it calm, though. I don’t want your neighbors calling me at 3 am.”

	“The neighbors are all here,” said Coop.

	“Good,” said Kenny. “That should make it easy. It was good seeing you all.” He didn’t acknowledge Gray. “We should all get together. Talk about old times.”

	“Kenny,” said Fran.

	Kenny looked back. “Yeah, Fran?”

	“Before you go, can I ask you something?”

	“Sure thing. What is it?”

	“Can someone explain to me why a woman who swam for exercise, drowned?”

	“Excuse me?”

	“Marilyn,” she said. “She and I kept in touch. She was an expert swimmer. How in the hell could she have possibly drowned?”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER FOUR

	 

	GRAY WALKED OUT onto Cooper’s outside living room. Trash littered the ground and glass crunched beneath his shoes. The party over, the pool deck was now silent. The band was gathering their instruments to leave, and Gray looked at his watch. It was 3:30 in the morning. He heard a snore and turned to see a random party goer asleep on a lounge chair amid an array of what looked like peanut shells. A cocktail napkin stuck to his face flickered as he exhaled. Most of the crowd had dispersed with only the cleaning crew left behind, and he watched them clear away the dirty dishes and glasses and sweep the floor. He could hear a vacuum cleaner whir to life from somewhere inside the house. How Coop found people to clean at that hour in the morning he did not know. He swayed a bit as he stood outside and grabbed at the railing. He’d had several glasses of champagne and had stayed at the party far longer than he had anticipated. Cooper had disappeared upstairs about an hour earlier with a woman Gray felt sure had been on the cover of some fashion magazine in the recent past. He couldn’t remember her name. 

	After the conversation with his old friends and the mention of Marilyn’s death, he had planned a hasty exit, but Cooper wouldn’t hear of it. He’d taken him and Gillian under his wing and had introduced them to everyone at the party, despite Gray’s objections. Ultimately, he’d found himself with a few of his previous coworkers in the wee hours of the morning discussing recent developments in software technology and how best to position their company in order to adapt to the rapid changes. He’d had no idea how late it was. Gillian was nowhere in sight.

	He headed across the porch and made his way back down the stairwell, ready to return home and fall into bed. He hated to admit it, but Cooper had been right. The party had helped to take his mind off his troubles. He’d forgotten the fun of socializing and even talking business in the midst of a raucous birthday party. Old habits died hard, it seemed.

	Reaching the bottom of the stairs, he turned back toward home when he noticed a figure down by the beach. The moonlight filtered through the scattered clouds and he could make out a woman’s silhouette. Then she turned and he saw her profile. It was Gillian Fletcher. Something within him caught, and he watched her stare out at the waves. He wondered what made her look so serious and why she hadn’t left hours ago. Standing there, he saw her walk barefoot in the sand, holding her shoes, and he debated with himself. Should he go talk to her? He felt the urge, but he hesitated. The temptation nagged at him, but the risk was too great. He turned to go home but stopped again. What could it hurt, he thought, to just say hello?

	Even though his brain told him to return to his house, he ignored it and walked down toward the beach. The breeze whipped his hair and he inhaled, smelling the ocean. When he got closer, he stopped. She must have sensed his presence because she turned and looked at him.

	“Hi,” he said.

	“Hi.”

	“I thought you went home.”

	Her hair blew in her face and she pushed it back. “I almost did, but then I got caught up in some conversation with some of Cooper’s neighbors. We talked about beach erosion and then it turned into a discussion about the storm and the bad weather they’d endured, and then they found out I was a reporter and it just went downhill from there.”

	He walked up next to her. “Sounds like it was going downhill well before that.”

	She nodded. “Yes. I think it was.”

	“So why are you out here now? Don’t tell me you’re walking home.”

	She smiled. “No. I drove. I just had a little too much champagne and was a bit tipsy. I thought it would be best to wait before I got behind the wheel.”

	“Smart.”

	“I thought so.” She turned and looked up at the stars.

	“Beautiful night,” he said.

	“It is.”

	He admired the reflection of the moonlight on the water. “So, did you end up having fun, despite the fact that you knew no one except me?”

	She pushed another wind-blown lock of hair behind her ear. “I did actually. I enjoyed meeting your friends.”

	He smiled. “Sure you did.”

	“They seemed nice.”

	“You did have a lot of alcohol, didn’t you?”

	She studied the waves. “I could tell there was some tension. What’s up between you and Kenny?”

	He stilled for a second. “You’re pretty perceptive.”

	“It’s my job. Fran seemed a little out-of-sorts herself. You two have a history?”

	He chuckled. “You don’t beat around the bush, do you?”

	“Just curious.”

	“Part of the job?”

	“This is all off the record, of course.”

	“It is?”

	“Yes, it is.”

	He put his hands in his pockets as he considered his answer. “Let’s just say there’s a lot of history between all of us. A lot of stories best left untold.”

	She hugged herself, and her shoes dangled by her hip. “You sure about that? Sometimes it’s best to open the door on old wounds and let the fresh air in.”

	He took a deep breath of ocean air. “Or it’s best to leave the closet door shut for good.”

	She paused. “If you say so. But if you ever change your mind about opening that door…”

	A small crab skittered over the sand. “What? You want to hear all my old stories?”

	“Why not? I think it would give some insight into the solitary man everyone wants to know about.”

	A soft groan escaped him. “Nobody wants to know about me.”

	“Yes, they do.”

	“No, they want to hear about the millionaire playboy. The guy who jet sets around the world and sleeps with super models.”

	“You mean Cooper?”

	He laughed. “Yeah, I guess so.”

	“Funny. Nobody’s beating down his door for an interview.”

	“That’s because all you have to do is pick up the phone and ask him. It’s a lot easier on the hands.”

	She half smiled. “Maybe.”

	“What do you think then? What do people want to know about me?”

	She turned into the wind. “I think people are curious. They want to know what makes a man like you. Why does someone with the wild and crazy lifestyle, who has more money than he knows what to do with, suddenly pack it all in, disappear from the scene and become a recluse.”

	He shrugged. “I’m not a recluse. I just don’t like to go out much.”

	“I just think,” she said, “that there’s more to you than meets the eye.”

	He stayed quiet but looked down as a wave rolled near his feet.

	“And I’d love to get to know you better,” she said. “I mean, your story, of course.”

	Her words made him look up, but it was her turn to stare off and he felt sure that if it hadn’t been dark, he would have seen her blush.

	His own skin began to warm, and he decided it was time to go home. “It’s late,” he said.

	“What time is it?”

	He looked at his watch. “Almost four.”

	“Four?” she asked. “Hell. I need to go.”

	He suddenly realized he didn’t want her to leave. “How’s your foot?”

	“My foot?”

	“Yes. You sliced your heel, remember?”

	“Oh, that.” She lifted her heel and looked at it. “It’s much better, thanks.”

	“Good.”

	They stood for a few seconds and said nothing until Gray broke the quiet. “You okay to drive?”

	“Yes. I’m much more clear-headed. The sea air helped.”

	He nodded. “It’s good at that.”

	She stared for a few more seconds at the water before she turned toward him. “Well, it was nice meeting you, Grayson Steele.”

	The tone in her voice caught his attention. “That sounds final.”

	“It is. I’m going back tomorrow.”

	“Back? Back where?”

	“Back home. I can’t stay here forever. My editor’s pissed enough at the hotel bill as it is.”

	“What? You’re giving up so easily?”

	She shrugged. “You’ve made it quite clear that you’re not interested in an interview.”

	He didn’t say anything as he considered her statement. “That’s true. I have.”

	“So why should I stay?”

	He couldn’t help but meet her eyes then, and she didn’t look away. Warning bells sounded and told him to let her go, that she needed to leave. But he couldn’t ignore the other voice; the voice that wanted her stay.

	“You’ll give me approval?” he heard himself ask.

	“What?”

	“You’ll let me read the article first, and if I don’t like it, you’ll bury it?”

	She stared in disbelief. “Are you saying?”

	‘You’ll bury it if I don’t like it?”

	“I…I’d try and rewrite it first, based on your input.”

	“And if I still didn’t like it, you wouldn’t publish?”

	“I…I…No. No, I wouldn’t.”

	He stood there, not believing he was doing this. “You promise me?”

	She nodded. “Yes, of course. I promise.”

	He hesitated again. “Okay,” he said. “You’ve got your interview.” He took his hands out of his pockets and began to walk toward his house.

	“I…uh…when?”

	He looked back. “Be at my place tomorrow. Six o’clock. I’ll make dinner and we’ll talk.” He resumed walking. When she didn’t respond, he turned back. “All right?” he asked.

	She stood there wide-eyed. “I’ll be there.”

	Her face reflected the moonlight, and she almost looked luminescent. He tried not to stare. “You okay getting back to your car?”

	She nodded toward Cooper’s house. “Yes. The valet drivers parked it out front. I’m fine.”

	“See you tomorrow then.” He waved and walked away.

	 

	**

	 

	Gillian watched Grayson Steele leave as the shock wave of his acquiescence reverberated through her. Disbelief made her shake her head and she began to make her way back toward Cooper’s house as Grayson disappeared into his. On the way back to her car, she couldn’t help but think about what to do next. She’d been so focused on trying to get him to talk with her that now that he had agreed, she felt a little panicked. She’d taken a leap of faith when she’d told him she was leaving. She knew that if he still refused to speak with her, she would have lost her chance. But the gamble that her charms had made an impression on him had worked. He’d said yes.

	She approached the house and took the side walkway that led to the front driveway. The outside lights were on, but the cacophony of departing people filing through the driveway an hour earlier had ceased. The valet parkers were gone, and the house was quiet. Her car was parked out front and when she approached and looked inside the driver’s window, she saw the keys in the ignition.

	Standing outside, she leaned against the car door. She thought for a moment and took a deep breath, trying to clear her head—not from the champagne—but from her own warring emotions. Was she doing the right thing? The decision to come here and meet Grayson Steele had been a difficult one. She’d wanted to talk to him for some time, but she had always felt that the timing was not right. Then, a week ago, she’d felt that sudden urge and knew then that it was time to at least meet him. After doing her research, she’d found him to be just as she expected. A tough nut to crack. He’d once been an easy interview, but now Grayson Steele’s shell had hardened considerably. But she knew that once it softened, she’d find her way in. Now that she had, she wondered what to do next. His was a difficult case, but she’d handled difficult cases before. 

	Usually, she quickly assessed the situation, determined the best manner in which to approach which offered the highest likelihood of access, and then, once in place, finished her task and was gone within two to three days. Grayson Steele had not been so simple. She’d already been here six days and was only just now wearing him down. But she’d succeeded at last. Now, if she could use her time wisely tomorrow, she might be able to complete her work and be on her way home within thirty-six hours. Forty-eight max.

	Happy that she’d begun to make progress, she sighed when she considered that despite her success, she now had to deal with something she did not expect. Her attraction to him. She groaned. She hadn’t planned for that. The moment she’d spoken to him on the beach, she’d felt the pull. It didn’t hurt that he was a good looking man. His dark hair, strong features, and dark blue eyes had turned several women’s heads, but he had another appeal entirely. Something told her that once she pried her way past that gruff exterior that she’d find something soft and warm underneath. A shiver ran through her at the thought of discovering that hidden layer. Shaking her head to break from her thoughts, she realized the absurdity of that hope. Regardless of how she felt, she’d just have to deal with it and move on. Once she left, the attraction would fade. She considered leaving now, despite his agreement to speak with her, but she was so close, she couldn’t turn back. Grayson Steele needed her help and she couldn’t leave.

	Lost in her thoughts, a nearby noise startled her and she looked up, expecting to see someone walk out onto the driveway, but she saw no one. The distant breaking of ocean waves was the only sound. Looking up at the façade of the house, her sixth sense began to tingle and the hair stood on the back of her neck. She looked at each window and then glanced around the driveway and back toward the walkway from where she’d come. There was nothing to see. The crickets chirped as she pulled the car door open and slid into her seat. Feeling uncomfortable, she quickly closed and locked the door. Continuing to look through the windshield, she still saw no one and had no idea what had her so spooked. 

	Rubbing at her tired eyes, she blamed the late hour and her over-active imagination. Her thoughts returning to her main objective, she thought back to the party and Grayson’s strange group of friends and how they might be involved in his unusual circumstances. She knew what plagued him and it was no wonder he struggled. From what she’d learned, all the women he’d loved had died. His unique story had intrigued her and she’d found herself unable to ignore it, even wanting to help. She sighed when she realized that her desire to assist him could get her into trouble. But it was part of who she was. No matter what story she heard, she always felt the need to get involved, despite the objections of those closest to her. They knew she wouldn’t be able to turn away when someone was in need, despite the risks. Thinking of Grayson Steele, she considered that perhaps his situation could be more difficult than any other story she’d handled. She could almost feel the weight of it press down on her.

	Reaching for the ignition, she determined that she was too tired to think about the upcoming interview. Before she could start the car, though, a movement caught her eye. Looking out her passenger window, she saw what she thought was a shadow dart past the lawn near the walkway. Her heart began to hammer and she went still, studying the area, waiting to see if it moved again. She watched but saw nothing. The car was quiet, the only sound being her breathing. 

	A sudden rap on the driver’s side window made her jump, and she jerked her head in the direction of the noise. Her heart slamming against her rib cage, she saw a man. She recognized him as a member of Cooper’s staff. It was Franklin. He looked at her through the glass and she noticed he held the wrap she’d brought with her to the party. She stared back for a second but then started the ignition and rolled down the window.

	He held the garment out to her. “Pardon me, ma’am. I didn’t mean to startle you, but I believe you forgot this.”

	She took it from him and noticed her fingers trembled. “Thank you, Franklin.”

	“You’re welcome.”

	“Don’t you sleep?” she asked. “It’ll be dawn soon.”

	“Mr. Stone pays me not to sleep, ma’am.”

	“I see.”

	“Have a nice night, Miss Fletcher.”

	“Goodnight.” Closing the window, she watched him turn and make his way back up to the porch. Even at that hour, he wore a suit and tie. Her heart slowing, but her nerves still on edge, she looked back toward the area where she had seen the shadow but saw nothing. Blaming her paranoia on her fatigue, she shook her head to shake off her fears and headed back to her hotel.

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER FIVE

	 

	GRAYSON THREW THE steaks on the grill and listened to the satisfying sizzle. He’d sent his housekeeper, Martha, to the store that morning after she’d cleaned and had her pick up some food for dinner. Offering Gillian cereal for a meal seemed unwise, and the thought of a medium-rare tender steak made his mouth water. Martha had bought the potato salad and a vegetable because steaks were as far as he could go in the cooking department. He didn’t open any wine, though. He considered this a business meeting and wine felt too informal.

	As he closed the grill cover, he heard footsteps on his stairs and looked to see Cooper walking up on his porch.

	“What are you up to?” Coop asked as he smelled the air. “What, are you grilling?” Max jumped up from his slumber on the deck, and Cooper patted him on the head.

	“Your insight is impressive.”

	Cooper sat on a patio chair. “Thanks. When do we eat?”

	“We are not eating anything.”

	Cooper sat forward. “Since when do you cook for yourself?”

	“I don’t.”

	Cooper’s eyes widened. “Now I am intrigued. Who’s coming over?”

	“None of your business.” Grayson waited for the expected response. 

	“You’re kidding. A woman?”

	Gray knew keeping anything from his friend was impossible. He sighed. “Yes. It’s a woman.”

	“Outstanding.” Cooper stood next to Gray. “Who?” He thought about it. “Oh, someone from the party? I knew you’d enjoy yourself. Was it Sheila? She was staring at you all night. You know she’s a lingerie model?”

	Gray rolled his eyes. “It’s not Sheila.”

	“No?”

	“No.”

	“Don’t keep me in suspense, buddy. Throw me a bone here. It’s got to be someone impressive. You never cook st— Wait a minute.” He stared at Gray. “It’s not Miss Fletcher, is it?” Gray didn’t answer and Cooper smiled. “Holy shit. It is, isn’t it?”

	“I gave her the interview, that’s all it is.”

	“The hell it is. You would never give an interview before. Why now?”

	Gray lifted the grill cover and checked the steaks. He didn’t answer Coop’s question.

	“Well, Don Juan? Why the sudden interest in telling your life story?”

	Gray closed the grill and turned. Eyeing Cooper’s smirk, he wished he could wipe it off his friend’s face, but before he could answer, his doorbell rang.

	“Oh, is that her?” asked Coop. “Let me answer.”

	“Cooper…” Before Gray could stop him, Cooper headed inside and Gray and Max followed. “Would you get the hell out of here?”

	Coop reached the front door and opened it, but both men stopped when they saw Kenny at the door.

	“Kenny?” asked Cooper. He looked back at Gray. “I’m assuming he’s not your dinner guest? He’s not very attractive.”

	“No, he isn’t,” said Gray, and realizing what he’d said, added. “I mean, he’s not my guest.” Kenny’s visit surprised him. “What is it, Kenny?”

	“Sorry to bother you,” said Kenny. “I went to Coop’s, but the staff said you were over here. Hope you don’t mind.” Standing stiffly on the front steps, he wore his uniform with his badge pinned to his pocket, his gun holstered at his side, and his hat on his head.

	“Jesus, Kenny,” Coop said. “You’re looking serious. Is this an official visit?”

	Kenny hesitated for a second. “I have a few questions about Marilyn. You mind if I come in?”

	Gray felt his own posture turn rigid at the question. He’d managed to keep thoughts of Marilyn at bay while he thought of his upcoming dinner with Gillian. But now, his troubles resurfaced and he began to question his motives. What the hell was he doing tonight? Tempting fate?

	He stepped back. “Sure. Come on in.”

	Kenny entered and they walked through the foyer and into the living room. They stood quietly for a moment while Kenny took off his hat and stared at it. Max trotted over and looked up, and Kenny reached down and ruffled his fur. “Hey, pooch.”

	“What’s on your mind, Ken?” asked Cooper.

	“Just give me a second,” Gray said. “I’ve got steaks on the grill.”

	“Sure,” said Kenny. Gray walked out to the back porch, checked the meat, and returned.

	“Okay,” he said. “Shoot.”

	Kenny looked solemn. “About Marilyn. You said you saw her body on the beach?”

	Gray nodded. “Yes. I saw the scene from my porch. I went to see what was going on.”

	Kenny fiddled with the brim of his hat. “Either of you two know why she was in town?”

	Cooper shook his head.

	“No,” said Gray. “She just said she was in town for a quick visit.”

	Kenny narrowed his eyes. “You saw her before she died?”

	Coop looked over as Gray answered. “Yes. She came over here.”

	“She did? She came here?” asked Kenny.

	“Yeah, she did.” Anticipating Kenny’s next question, Gray prepared himself for the reaction.

	“When?”

	“Is this important?” asked Coop.

	“We just need to establish a time-line,” said Kenny, still looking at Gray. “When?”

	Gray sighed. “Three days earlier.”

	Kenny paused. “Before her death?

	Gray hesitated, but finally answered. “Yes.”

	Kenny took a moment before he asked the next question. “You sleep with her?”

	Cooper straightened. “What the hell kind of question is that?”

	“Cooper…” said Gray.

	“No, I want to know. What are you insinuating, Ken?”

	Kenny set his jaw. “You know what I’m insinuating.” He narrowed his eyes at Gray. “Did you?”

	“Don’t answer that,” Cooper said.

	“Yes. I did.”

	Kenny set his jaw. “You really are a son-of-a-bitch.”

	Cooper’s face turned stony. “That’s enough. Gray had nothing to do with her death and you know it.”

	Kenny spoke evenly but didn’t hide his anger. “We all know what happens.”

	“Shit, Ken,” said Coop. “Is this because of what happened in Mexico?”

	“It’s not just Mexico. What about the others?” He pointed at Gray. “The guy is poison.”

	Cooper’s voice dropped and his cheeks went red. “You going to arrest him?” he asked. When Kenny didn’t answer, he continued. “What? You afraid your friends will look at you like a fool when you bring him in because of a supposed curse?”

	“Come on, Cooper,” Gray said.

	“Don’t, Gray. Don’t defend him.” He walked up closer to Kenny. “I wonder why that is. I’ll tell you. Because it’s ludicrous. There is no curse, he’s done nothing wrong, and you’re a first class jack-ass.” Max woofed and made a low growl. “Even Max agrees.”

	Kenny fidgeted with his hat. “At least I call them as I see ‘em.” His eyes squinted. “You know full well that if he’d killed someone you cared about, you wouldn’t be so quick to defend him.”

	Cooper expelled a gush of air. “Gray didn’t kill anyone, you idiot. How about you get your head out of your ass and go out there and do some real police work. Or has the routine of island life made you soft, Kenny?”

	Kenny stared, but said nothing. He eyed Gray. “Don’t you give shit about what’s happening here?”

	The wave of acrimony Gray felt from Kenny almost made Gray want to apologize, but he held back. “I’ve thought of nothing else since it happened. I didn’t love her Kenny. I didn’t think—”

	“No, you didn’t, did you?”

	“For Christ’s sake, Kenny,” said Cooper. “If you don’t have anything productive to offer, then get out of here.”

	The doorbell rang, interrupting the conversation.

	“I think that’s your cue,” said Cooper, crossing his arms.

	Kenny held his hat for a moment longer, but then placed it on his head. “I guess it is.” He walked back toward the door and Cooper followed. 

	“Have a nice day, Kenny,” said Coop. He opened the front door to see Gillian standing on the front steps. “Hello, Miss Fletcher,” he said. “Please come in.”

	Kenny walked out the door and passed Gillian. He regarded her and noted the bottle of wine she held. “He’s thought of nothing else but Marilyn since her death?” He huffed out a short breath. “Apparently, that’s not the case, is it?”

	“Go home, Kenny,” said Coop. “Find something more substantial to dwell on other than a stupid curse.”

	Kenny remained on the steps but he ignored Coop and addressed Gillian. “You should be careful.”

	“Excuse me?” she asked.

	“Get out of here, Kenny. Give the man some peace.”

	Kenny looked back. “She deserves to know.”

	“Know what?”

	Cooper reached to take Gillian’s elbow. “Come on in, Miss Fletcher. Kenny is just making house-to-house calls regarding the storm watch. He’s making sure everyone is safe.” Kenny headed down the stairs, and Cooper waved at him. “Thanks, Ken. Appreciate the advice.” Gillian walked inside and Cooper closed the door behind her.

	“Everything okay?” she asked.

	“Everything’s fine.”

	“No. It’s not.” Gray had appeared after Cooper closed the door. “I’m sorry, Gillian. I have to cancel.”

	“What?” asked Gillian.

	“No, he’s not,” said Cooper.

	“Yes. I am.”

	“Gillian,” asked Cooper, “would you mind waiting on the back porch for a moment? Gray and I have something to discuss.”

	“No, we don’t.”

	“Yes, we do.” Cooper eyed Gray as if daring him to argue, and Gray relented.

	“Just for a moment,” said Cooper to Gillian. “He’ll be right out.”

	“You’re sure?” asked Gillian. “If this is a bad time…”

	“No, the timing is perfect. He can’t wait to be interviewed. Don’t worry.”

	She stood uncertain for a moment, but when Gray didn’t stop her, she turned and walked through the house and out onto the patio with Max following her.

	Gray watched her close the patio door. “She can’t stay here,” he said. “She has to leave.”

	“No, she doesn’t. Don’t let what Kenny said get to you. He’s an idiot.”

	“He’s right. I was careless.”

	“Stop it. Marilyn’s death is not your fault. Ken’s just hurting and holding a grudge and he’s using that to get back at you.”

	“It’s an effective strategy.”

	“Don’t let him succeed. You’ve got a lovely lady on your porch. Don’t let him ruin that.”

	Gray pointed his finger. “It’s an interview. That’s it.”

	“So go be interviewed. Nobody dies after an interview.”

	“Not yet, anyway.”

	Cooper moaned. “Dammit, Gray. You were in a good mood before that asshole came in here and destroyed it. You want to talk to her, then go talk to her. Enjoy some conversation. You’re not planning on sleeping with her, are you?”

	“No, I’m not.”

	“So, what’s the harm? Why send her away?”

	“Because…”

	“Because why?”

	Gray didn’t know how to answer. “She brought wine. Did you see that?”

	“So?”

	“So, maybe…”

	Understanding dawned on Coop and his eyes widened. “Oh, you think she may want to sleep with you and you won’t be able to resist?”

	Gray tried to backtrack. “That’s not what I mean.”

	“Yes it is. I know how you think. So just say ‘no.’”

	Gray had to concede that Cooper knew him too well. “Easy to say, but not so easy when you’ve had a few drinks and a beautiful woman is interested.”

	Cooper smiled. “I hate to tell you this buddy, but I don’t think she’s here for your body.” He looked Gray over. “Although, you’re actually well dressed, and you’re wearing aftershave, which does make you quite desirable. Should I stay and defend you from her charms?”

	“Would you shut up? I’m serious.”

	“Serious about what? Do you really think she’s here to sleep with you? She’s a journalist, not a groupie.” He eyed his friend’s worried look. “What is it? What are you trying so miserably to tell me?”

	Gray shut his eyes before admitting what had been on his mind all day. “I like her. I invited her here to do the interview because she was going to leave otherwise. And now she’s in my house, she’s got wine, we’re going to talk and…”

	“You think one thing will lead to another.”

	“Yes,” he sighed. “And, dammit, I’m wishing it could.”

	“So, let it.”

	Gray’s eyes went wide. “I can’t and you know it.”

	Cooper considered his friend’s predicament. “Okay, so consider this.”

	Gray expelled a deep breath. “What?”

	“If something does happen, we’ll take precautions.”

	“What do you mean? Precautions?”

	“Yes. Hell, we pay enough for our own security, or at least I do.” He looked around Gray’s house. “If you two hit it off, we’ll hire protection for her.”

	Gray frowned. “Protection? Like a bodyguard?”

	“Yes. Why not? You can afford it. I can find someone reliable. They can watch her like a hawk on day three. Once she gets past it, then you’re in the clear. What do you think?”

	The thought of it seemed silly at first, but the more Gray considered it, the more it made sense. “You think that would work?”

	“Why wouldn’t it?”

	Gray continued to think it through. “It’s not that bad an idea. You know someone who could do it?”

	“Of course I do,” said Cooper. He looked out the front window to see Gillian sitting out at the patio table. “But don’t get your hopes up. I don’t think you’re getting lucky tonight. Miss Fletcher strikes me as a smart woman.”

	Gray narrowed his eyes at his friend but followed Coop’s stare. “You’re probably right.” He paused. “I’m getting way ahead of myself, aren’t I? What the hell am I thinking? She’s here for an interview, and I’ve already got her in my bed.” He shut his eyes. “Kenny’s right. I am poison.”

	Cooper grunted. “Kenny’s an ass, you are not poison, and you are not cursed. Just go out there and be your charming self. You do that, and she won’t be able to resist you.”

	Gray’s thoughts wouldn’t stop swirling. “It’s better that she leave, Coop. I can’t get involved, especially if I like her.”

	Coop stepped forward and took his friend by the elbows. “Would you just take it one step at a time? Enjoy your meal and talk to her. If something happens, then we’ll figure it out. If not, then you’ve worried for nothing. Unless, of course…”

	“What?”

	“She’s a terrible writer, then people will think you’re an imbecile, as well as coat yourself in insect poop. Not a good combination.”

	Gray shook his head. “I can live with that. I’ve dealt with worse.”

	Cooper threw up his hands. “Then what are you waiting for? Don’t keep her hanging. Besides, the steaks will burn.”

	Gray swiveled his head toward the patio. “Oh, hell. The steaks.”

	“I’ll see myself out. Have fun tonight.”

	“Hey,” said Gray.

	Cooper turned back. “What?”

	“Thanks for the pep talk. I would have shoved her out the door after that conversation with Kenny.”

	“Anytime,” said Coop. “Just let me know how it goes. Especially if…” He wiggled his eyebrows.

	“I’m sorry I brought it up.”

	“I want details.”

	“Get lost. My steaks are burning.”

	Cooper left, and Grayson returned to the patio, praying that the evening would not be one he would come to regret.

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER SIX

	 

	GILLIAN SAT IN her chair and watched the waves drift across the sand. While she waited, she pulled out her recorder and notebook. Max made himself comfortable on the lounge chair next to her. She set the bottle of wine on the table and again considered her interview strategy. She had a few ideas, but she knew that ultimately, it would all depend on Gray and how open he chose to be with her. 

	She glanced through the window and saw the two men talking. It seemed the encounter with Kenny had almost caused Gray to change his mind, and she gave silent thanks that Cooper appeared to be talking him off the ledge. But Gray’s obvious reluctance caused her to reevaluate how to best start this conversation. Still watching, she saw Gray walk through the living area. The patio door slid open and he walked outside, opened the grill, and checked the steaks.

	“Smells delicious,” she said.

	He took the steaks off the heat and placed them on a plate. “I hope you like them well done.”

	“That’s fine with me.”

	“I prefer them a little rarer, but I was distracted.”

	He turned off the heat. “You’re sure this is okay?” she asked. “We can reschedule.”

	He brought the steaks over and set them down on the table. “No. It’s fine.” He looked at the wine. “You want me to open this?”

	She waved her hand. “No. Not now. Best to keep a clear head while we talk. Maybe later, though, in case you need something to drink after the interview.”

	Despite his somber mood, he smiled. “What? You planning on asking me the tough questions? I hope you’re not expecting me to cry.”

	She smiled back. “That’s not the plan, no. I’m hoping you might even enjoy the experience.”

	“If that happens, then we will open the wine. We’ll have to drink to that.”

	“Let’s hope for the best, then.”

	He moved back toward the patio door. “I’ll be right back. I need to get the rest of the food and some plates.”

	“You want some help?”

	He hesitated, but then agreed. “Sure. Why not?”

	She followed him inside. He grabbed the potato salad and handed it to her and placed the broccoli dish in the microwave to warm it. He pulled out some dishes, silverware, and napkins. He filled two water glasses. The microwave dinged, and he took out the broccoli and placed it in a dish. She carried the items to the outside table and after a couple of trips, they had everything out and they sat down. She’d set the table, and he speared a steak with a fork and placed it on her plate.

	“Dig in,” he said.

	“I will. Everything looks great. I hope you didn’t go to too much trouble.”

	They both helped themselves to the food and started eating. “No,” he said. “Martha went to the store for me. I can’t take credit for the salad or broccoli. I can only take credit for the over-cooked steaks.”

	“They’re fine.” She took a bite. “It’s very good.”

	“You’re being kind. I would have taken them off sooner—”

	“But Kenny interrupted you?” She decided her best route was to be direct. Making small talk would only prolong the inevitable.

	Chewing a bite of food, he wiped his mouth with a napkin and sat back in his seat. “Yes. He had some questions about Marilyn.”

	“And why did that upset you?”

	He took a sip of his water. “You mind if we talk about something else?” He eyed her recorder. “You want to start this interview of yours?”

	Sensing his discomfort, she decided to begin with something easier. She could tell now that she’d have to go slow until he relaxed a little. “Sure. You ready?” She picked up her recorder and turned it on.

	“Fire away,” he said.

	She placed the recorder between them. Her notebook sat open in front of her in case she wanted to take notes.

	“All right,” she said. “Tell me about yourself.”

	He stabbed at a piece of meat. “Tell you about myself?”

	“Yes.”

	“That’s a broad question.”

	“It is. But I’d like to hear your answer.”

	He popped the bite in his mouth and chewed for a moment. “Okay,” he said, and then swallowed and took a sip of his water. “I was born Grayson Alexander Steele about fifty miles from here. My parents are Charlotte and Benjamin Steele. They divorced when I was eleven. I have no brothers or sisters. My childhood was typical. No major dramas other than the divorce. Mom remarried when I was in high school, and Dad married and divorced three more times until he died of a heart attack at the age of sixty-two. I went to private schools, excelled in math and science and graduated Summa Cum Laude from UCLA. My best friend and I started a business, which creates and sells affordable software programs designed to assist end users in anything ranging from website design, marketing a business, or management training. Within two years of starting it, we’d expanded globally and are now listed as one of the top one hundred fastest-growing companies in the nation. Don’t ask me what our current rank is because I have no idea.”

	He poked his fork around on his plate and jabbed at a potato. “I used to live in the city but moved to the beach about three years ago. I used to be a socialite but prefer solitude now. I used to work out and eat healthy but now,” he trailed off, “well, let’s just say I exercise less and my food intake could be better.” He popped the bite of potato salad into his mouth. “I have a dog named Max, who is my only and preferred companion. I’ve taken a leave of absence at work, which apparently has caused quite a bit of interest to the public, much to my surprise, and no, I don’t sleep in animal skins, eat seashell dust, or rub roach dung on my face.”

	She made a face at him. “Roach dung?”

	“Doesn’t my skin look great?” When she didn’t answer him, he said, “Never mind,” without bothering to explain.

	She stared for a second but then shook her head. “Okay, well, that was somewhat informative.”

	“Sorry. That’s the extent of my life, basically.”

	“But you forgot something.”

	“What’s that?” he asked, taking another bite of steak.

	“Women,” she said. “Surely there have been a few important ones in your life. Anyone special?”

	He stopped mid-chew and looked at her. He finished his bite slowly and drank from his glass. “Please tell me,” he finally said, “that this is not an article about my relationship status. The last thing I want right now is to see my picture plastered in some celebrity mag with me on the beach in a sweaty Speedo with the caption, ‘Who’s Grayson Steele’s mystery woman?’ Insect poop is bad enough.”

	“Insect poop?”

	“Sorry. Inside joke.”

	She thought about his answer. “Do you wear Speedos?”

	He shook his head. “No, I certainly don’t.”

	“Then you have nothing to worry about.”

	He grabbed at his napkin and wiped his fingers. “I think you get my point.”

	“Yes, I do.” She made a note on her paper. “But I think you get mine too. Has there ever been anyone special?”

	He put his fork down and sat back as if debating whether to answer. “There was.”

	She paused. “You want to talk about her?”

	He stared off at the waves. “Maybe we should open that wine.”

	She lightly tapped on her notepad. “Later. After I show you that this is not as bad as it seems.”

	“That boat has just sailed, Miss Fletcher.”

	“Has it? Why?” He didn’t answer, but she didn’t relent. “Obviously there’s more drama in your life than you’re leading me to believe.”

	“There are some things I’d…”

	She waited for him to answer. “You’d what? You’d rather not talk about?” She mentally questioned if she was pushing too fast, but she felt the need to keep going. She doubted he’d ever been asked these questions before and now she waited to see if he would open up to her.

	He pushed his dish back, although he still had food on his plate. She took a bite of her broccoli.

	“I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe.”

	“You’re not sure?”

	He met her gaze. “You’ve done your homework, haven’t you?”

	“That’s my job, but I don’t know everything.”

	“No. You don’t. Few people do.”

	“Who does?” She watched him stare off. “Remember, I won’t print anything you don’t agree to.”

	His shoulders dropped. “I know.”

	“So? Care to share?”

	He leaned forward and put his elbows on the table. “There was someone special.”

	“Who?”

	His finger traced the table top. “Her name was Angela. I met her at UCLA.”

	“What made her special?”

	He smiled as he thought back. “Hard to say really. She had a lot of indefinable qualities.” He laughed softly. “When we met, I didn’t like her at all. She actually liked Cooper.”

	“Really?”

	“Yes. We were members of a club called ‘Computer Greeks.’ Coop and I actually founded it.”

	“Catchy name.”

	He grinned. “Yeah, well, we were fraternity nerds, but we loved it. It was devoted to all things techy, not just computers. We actually had thirty members.”

	“Was Angela one of them?”

	He glanced over at her. “She joined our senior year. She stood out like a sore thumb. We didn’t exactly get beautiful women interested in science lining up to join our group. But when she showed up, I fell hard.”

	“I thought you didn’t like her.”

	“I got over it.”

	“Love at first sight?”

	“Maybe second sight. And more like lust.”

	“What happened?”

	“She had a boyfriend at the time, but we rarely saw him. He was some jock who played every sport offered on campus. She came to all our events solo. And when she was there, she tended to linger with Cooper. He knew I liked her so he kept his distance. But since she hung out with Coop, she saw a lot of me too. We became friends.” He stopped for a second, and she gave him the moment. “Anyway,” he sighed, “the month before we graduated, she dumped her boyfriend. I felt sure she’d make a play for Cooper and I couldn’t hide my misery. By then I was madly in love, but I’d never told her.”

	“Did Cooper like her?”

	“Cooper liked all the girls. He wasn’t big on commitment.”

	“So what happened?”

	“The night after our graduation, we threw a big party. The whole damn campus was there, or at least it felt like it was.” He paused. “She showed up. I had determined by then that I needed to tell her how I felt, or she’d go her way and I’d go mine and that would be it.” He grabbed at his water glass and drank from it. “So I gathered my courage, knocked back a few shots of Jack Daniels, and approached her.”

	Gillian couldn’t help but lean forward, anxious to hear the story. “And?”

	“Before I could say anything, she walked up and kissed me.”

	“She what?”

	He smiled at the memory. “She said she’d been waiting for me to do that for six months, and she didn’t want to wait any more.” He sat back. “Can you believe that?”

	“Six months?” asked Gillian.

	“Yes. All that time, she liked me and I had no idea.”

	“Better late than never, I suppose.”

	“I guess.”

	“What happened then?”

	“I kissed her back, with great vigor.” 

	“I’m sure.”

	“The next few days were pure bliss. I felt like an action hero on steroids. I’d gotten the girl, I’d graduated, and Cooper and I were going to make our fortune.”

	“Sounds like an amazing time. How long were you two together?”

	He played with the rim of his water glass. “Three days.”

	“Excuse me?”

	“She died in an automobile accident on her way to the grocery store.”

	Although Gillian had known the answer to her own question, his response was still hard to comprehend. She could hear the despair in his voice. She sighed and put her pencil down. “I’m sorry.”

	He didn’t say anything, just stared vacantly at his glass, until he finally looked up. “So am I.” He took a deep breath as if to shake off the ghosts of his past. “I think I’m going to open that wine.”

	She didn’t argue. He went inside and came back with a bottle opener and two wine glasses. He popped the cork and served her and himself. She didn’t drink any, but he took a large gulp of his.

	“You okay?” she asked.

	“Just great, Miss Fletcher. Any other questions?”

	“Yes.”

	“Then by all means, continue.”

	She sat up in her seat. “All right. Tell me about your friends.”

	“My friends? What about them?”

	“You all go back a ways. How long have you known them?”

	“Cooper and I met in third grade.”

	“You two are close?”

	“Like brothers.”

	“And the others?”

	“Others?”

	“Stuart, Kenny, Fran, Marilyn?”

	He put his wine glass down. “I guess you could call us friends.”

	“Not a close knit bunch?”

	“We used to be.”

	She made a note on her paper. “What happened?”

	He watched the waves. “Life. Life happened.”

	“What does that mean?”

	He turned in his seat. “It just means that things change. People change.”

	She waited for him to say more, but he looked away.

	“You all met in high school? Except for you and Cooper?”

	He groaned. “Why do you want me to answer questions that you already know the answer to?”

	“Because it’s more interesting coming from you. Plus, as you said, I don’t know everything.”

	He picked up his wine but didn’t drink it. “Yes. We all met in high school.”

	“You hung out together?”

	“Yeah. We were our parent’s worst nightmares.”

	“Why?”

	He chuckled. “We broke curfew, smoked pot, got drunk, skipped school.”

	“You got away with that?”

	“For the most part. I still made straight As. So did Coop for that matter. Fran, Stuart, and Marilyn did fine. Joan—” He stopped.

	“Who?”

	He rubbed at his eyes. “Joanie.”

	“Who’s Joanie?”

	“Another friend at the time.”

	“She was part of the group?”

	“She was.”

	“Where is she now?”

	He sat up, agitated. “What is all the interest in my friends? This is all old news. What kind of article are you writing anyway? The life and times of Grayson Steele? Surely you can find a more interesting subject.”

	“Perhaps, but I don’t want to talk to someone more interesting. I want to talk with you.”

	He blinked. “I’m not quite sure how to take that.”

	“You can think about it later,” she said. “Tell me about Joanie.”

	“What about her? She was a friend in high school. We all hung out. What else is there to tell?”

	“You started to say something. You and Coop made straight As. Fran, Stuart, and Marilyn did okay, but Joanie…”

	He shifted in his seat. “Joanie was flunking out. She had a…”

	“She had a what?”

	“She had a more difficult time than the rest of us. Not that we were perfect, but we all managed our lives and had fun in the process. Her life, well, her life was more complicated.”

	“How so?”

	He made a quiet groan but answered. “Her dad ran out when she was nine. Her mother was an alcoholic. Joanie skipped school more than the rest of us ever did. She did more drugs, drank more booze, slept all day and partied all night. We used to tease her about having a death wish.”

	“Did she?”

	“At the time, we were just kidding around. But looking back now, I wonder…”

	“What happened to her?”

	He swirled the wine in his glass. “Did you know Fran and I were high-school sweethearts?”

	Gillian noted the change in subject. “You were?” She wrote on her paper to come back to Joanie.

	“Yes. I took her to the senior prom.”

	She tried to imagine him in a high school tux with a gaudy jacket and matching cummerbund. “Don’t tell me. You were prom king and queen.”

	He laughed. “No. That was Cooper and his date…” He looked up to think. “What was her name? Julie something. Prettiest girl in school.”

	“Of course she was.”

	“And Coop was Mr. Popular.”

	“I don’t doubt it.”

	“Those were good times.”

	“How long did you and Fran date?”

	“We tried dating in college, but we went to separate schools. We broke up in our freshman year.”

	“You still friends after the break-up?”

	He took a second before he answered. “Not at first, no. But it got better. Time heals, I guess. She went on to become an interior designer.”

	She studied him as he reflected on the past. “She and Stuart are together now?”

	He stared off. “Sorry. What was the question?”

	“Fran and Stuart are together now?”

	“Yes. I guess so. Seems that way.”

	“Interesting,” she said.

	“What?”

	“Where people end up.”

	“I guess so.”

	They sat quietly for a moment. A couple walked by on the beach below. They held hands as the woman laughed and the man put his arm around her. Gillian envied their contentment. She tapped her pen against her notebook. “So, tell me about Stuart.”

	“Stuart?”

	“Yes. Was he a good friend?”

	“Sure. We all were.”

	“What about after high school? You broke up with Fran. You went to college with Coop. What about Kenny and Stuart? Where’d they go?”

	“Kenny stayed close to home. His family couldn’t afford an expensive school. He went to community college and then went into the police academy.” He stopped and chuckled.

	“What?”

	“I used to think that he had a crush on Fran. I always thought they’d end up together.”

	“Why did you think that?”

	“Just the way he looked at her in high school. I thought that once I broke up with her, that he’d ask her out, but he never did.”

	“How do you know he didn’t?”

	“Huh?”

	“Maybe he did and she turned him down.”

	“Maybe. Who knows?”

	“And Stuart? What did he do?”

	“Stuart?” Gray settled in his seat, his tension seeming to ease. “He actually went to UCLA with Coop and I for a year but ended up transferring to a college in Boston. We almost went into business together.”

	“The three of you?”

	“We talked about it.”

	“Why didn’t you?”

	“Stuart had different ideas. He wanted to invest more, start bigger, take more risks. Coop and I had a small idea and we wanted to let it build over time. Stuart got impatient with us. By the time we graduated, he’d gone off on his own.”

	“What did he end up doing?”

	Gray took a sip of his wine. “He started his own company. Went bankrupt in the first year. Then he started a second one, made it rich, but then lost it all. When he tried it a third time, he wanted Cooper and me to invest, but we turned him down.”

	“Really?”

	He nodded. “Yes. Stu’s a smart guy but doesn’t know how to manage risk. He wasn’t a good investment.”

	“How’d he handle that?”

	“Not too well at first.”

	“I can imagine.”

	“He figured it out. He didn’t really need us anyway. He eventually found an investor, opened a chain of Laundromats, and seems to be doing well.”

	She wrote in her book. “And what about Cooper?”

	“What about him? There’s not too many secrets when it comes to him.”

	“I don’t know about that.”

	“What does that mean?”

	“I’ve heard some things.”

	“What?” His eyes widened. “Oh, that?” He laughed. “Contrary to popular belief, Cooper did not know that woman at our Christmas party was a transvestite.”

	His smile reached his eyes, and she felt her insides warm as his mood lightened. “That’s not what I’m referring to.”

	“What are you referring to?”

	“The rumors that you’re the one with the business skills. That the company flourished because of you. That there’s talk of stockholder dissatisfaction now that you’re not on the scene to keep Cooper in check.”

	His smile faded. “That’s a bunch of crap. The sole reason that we succeeded is because of Cooper, not me.”

	“It is?”

	“I may have a head for business, but Cooper is the bread and butter. We would have failed a thousand times if Cooper hadn’t been there to save our ass.” His mood shifted, and he frowned. “You can call me the wonder boy if you want, but Coop deserves just as much credit as I do. And it’s not fair to him if people are saying otherwise.”

	She didn’t push any further but chose another direction instead. “And what about you?”

	“Me?”

	“Yes. You graduated, lost Angela, but then somehow held it together to start a business. How’d you do it?”

	He stood and groaned.

	“You okay?”

	“Just need to stretch my legs.” He walked to the banister and rested his palms on it. She put her pen down and gave him a moment to collect himself. There were tougher questions ahead and she figured he could use the break. A seagull swooped down, and she watched it fly away. 

	A few seconds passed, and he straightened. “What made you want to be a reporter?”

	She crossed her arms. “No, you don’t.”

	He tilted his head. “Don’t what?”

	“No changing the subject. We’re not done.” She waved at the chair. “You ready to continue?”

	He chuckled. “You win. Where were we?” He returned to his seat.

	“You were about to tell me how you pulled it together after Angela.”

	He picked up his wine. “Losing Angela changed everything for me. Because of what happened, I threw myself into my work. I fell apart for a little while, but then Cooper basically told me he was going it alone if I didn’t snap out of it. I realized then that I was on the verge of losing more than just Angela. I was going to lose my whole future. So I recommitted. I spent long hours every day on the business, worked myself to the bone. Drove myself with the job, mostly because it kept my mind off of her.” He paused. “Sometimes I think, if she hadn’t died, would Coop and I have found the success we did?”

	“It’s an interesting question.”

	“One I’ll never know the answer to.”

	“Things happen for a reason.”

	His face turned serious. “I hate it when people say that.”

	“Why?”

	“Because I can only imagine what my life would be like now if she had lived. Could it have been that much worse?”

	She considered her answer. “Probably not.”

	He didn’t respond but instead watched as the waves crashed against the shore. The sun was going down and the color of the water had turned a spectacular orangey-blue as the light shimmered on the sea.

	“But since that didn’t happen,” she continued, “you became a successful millionaire. You had a penthouse in the city, threw lavish parties, traveled on private jets, drove a Porsche, and dated beautiful women.”

	He snorted. “Don’t believe everything you read.”

	“What part of that isn’t true?”

	He hesitated. “All right. Most of that is true.”

	She looked around. “So how’d you end up here? It’s a beautiful home, but why no more penthouse? You’ve got an SUV parked in your garage, no food in your pantry, and your only companion is a mutt named Max.”

	At the mention of his name, Max popped his head up. “Go back to sleep, Max,” said Gray. “She’s not talking to you.” Max dropped his head and obliged.

	“Well?” she asked.

	“There’s not really much to tell.” He took a drink of his wine.

	“Is it because of Erin?”

	He choked and sputtered, grabbed at his napkin and wiped his mouth. “Shit.”

	 

	


CHAPTER SEVEN

	 

	“SO TELL ME about her.”

	He groaned audibly and rubbed his temples. “Isn’t this interview over yet?”

	“Not yet.”

	He poured himself some more wine. She took the first sip of hers.

	“Erin.” He pondered the name while looking into his wine glass. “I met her at some party. To be honest I can’t remember whose party or even where it was.”

	“She made an impression?”

	“She did. She was drunk and made a pass at me. I turned her down because I was hot after some woman who’d just jumped out of a cake.” He glanced over when Gillian’s eyebrows raised. “Don’t ask,” he said. “Anyway, I found out later that she worked for Stone and Steele. I was her boss. I bumped into her in a conference room when she attended the same meeting as me. She avoided my look throughout the entire event, even though she was leading it.”

	“What was her job?”

	“She was an accountant, working on the year-end financials. Boring stuff, but she was good at it.”

	“And what happened?”

	“I bumped into her a few more times, but she kept refusing to talk to me. Finally, I asked her to get me some coffee. Called her ‘honey’ too. She didn’t ignore me then. I think if laser beams could have emitted from eyeballs, they would have emitted from hers.”

	“I bet. What happened?”

	“I apologized. Treated her to a cup of coffee, and we finally talked. She admitted how embarrassed she was by her behavior and lived in fear that I would fire her.”

	“Really?”

	“Yes.” He thought about it. “Jeez, if I fired all the women that made a pass at me…” He stopped. “Well, never mind.”

	Gillian smiled. “What happened after that?”

	“I took her out a few times. We kept it quiet. She didn’t want anyone to know she was dating the boss. Thought people would think that she was getting extra perks or something like that.”

	“Makes sense.”

	“I liked her, but she wouldn’t let it be anything more than friendship. She didn’t want it to get too serious. So, after a couple of months, I fired her.”

	“You what?”

	“I fired her.” He sipped his wine. “Don’t worry. She went to work for a competitor getting paid just as much if not more. After about a month, I showed up at her door with a pizza. She was angry as hell at first, but she let me in and we talked and it finally dawned on her why I let her go.”

	“So she didn’t have to worry about dating the boss.”

	“Right.”

	“She forgave you, then?”

	“We never got around to eating the pizza.”

	She watched his face relax as he thought back. “So you succeeded as usual.”

	“I thought so.” He stared at his wine.

	“What do you mean?”

	“I left on a business trip the next day. Two days later, I got the news.”

	“News?”

	“She’d gone jogging. She’d collapsed. They couldn’t revive her.”

	Gillian had known something had happened to Erin but hadn’t known the details. “Are you joking?”

	He took another gulp of his wine and finished the glass. “I wish I was.”

	“I…” She searched for words she couldn’t find. “Gray…”

	He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “You seeing a pattern here?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Three days.”

	“Three days?”

	“Until they die.” He reached for more wine. “Forget it.” He refilled his glass. “It’s the wine talking.”

	She didn’t let him change the subject. “You think they die three days after…”

	He put the wine back down. “After I sleep with them? Yeah. I do.”

	“But that’s silly.”

	“Is it?”

	“I admit,” she said, “it’s a bit coincidental.”

	“More than a bit.”

	“But are you saying this is your fault?”

	“I am the common denominator.”

	“But you weren’t even there when they died.”

	“I’m not physically present, but my relationship with them changes something.”

	“Changes what?”

	“Changes circumstances. Turns the odds. Tempts fate.”

	“What are you saying?”

	He sighed and stared off at the horizon. “Nothing. I’m talking too much.”

	She didn’t let him off the hook. “Why do you think this is because of you?”

	He laughed. “Are you serious?”

	“I mean, I know they were with you three days before, but why do you think that is?”

	“Why were they with me?”

	“No, I mean why you?” She thought about her question and took another sip of her wine. “Why would this be happening?” He didn’t answer her, but his look suggested something was on his mind. “What?” she asked. “Is there something that you’re thinking?”

	“Joanie.”

	Her eyebrows raised. “Joanie? From high school?”

	He leaned forward and held his head. “Yeah.”

	“You never said what happened to her.”

	He lifted his head, but didn’t speak.

	“What?” she asked. “What happened? Why do you think this has to do with her?”

	A breeze lifted his napkin, and he grabbed at it and balled into up into his fist. “Three months before we graduated high school, we all went down to the beach. It was me, Coop with some girl he’d brought, Fran, Marilyn, Stu, Ken, and Joanie. We built a campfire. We got drunk, smoked some weed, and roasted marshmallows.” He paused and Gillian noticed his tight grip on his glass. “We were up late. Coop disappeared with his date. Stuart and Kenny left with Marilyn to go to some other party. Fran and I made out on the beach, but then I passed out and Fran got pissed and left. I woke up face down in a dune. The campfire was dying out, but Joanie was still there. She was wrapped in a blanket and smoking a cigarette. I picked up an unfinished beer and drank what was left. I sat next to her, and we talked for about an hour.”

	He stopped for a second and ran a hand through his hair. Gillian didn’t interrupt. “We were both drunk and before we knew it, we were making out. I stopped it, though, before it went too far and told her it was a bad idea. She laughed at me and told me she wasn’t interested anyway. I could barely keep my eyes open by then and asked her if she wanted me to walk her home. She said no. She didn’t want to leave yet. I left her in front of the dying embers of the campfire. I didn’t think anything of it because Joanie tended to hang out on her own anyway. She didn’t like to go home.” He stopped and rubbed his chin. “That was the last time I saw her.” His face fell at the memory.

	“The last time?”

	“She never made it back to her place. And it took her mother thirty-six hours before she reported her daughter missing. But once she did, the police started their search and met with all of us. I told them what happened. That I’d left her at the campfire at about 4 am and she was fine. They searched everywhere for her. We looked in all the places we thought she might hide. It wasn’t the first time she’d taken off, so we thought she’d show eventually.”

	“But she didn’t?”

	“Three days after I left her at the beach, they found her body on the shore.”

	Gillian slouched in her seat. “No.”

	“Her mother was devastated. This woman barely paid attention to her daughter when she was alive, but now that she was gone…” He shook his head.

	“Did they figure out what happened?”

	“The police believed she’d killed herself.”

	“They did?”

	“I never really believed that though.”

	“Why not?”

	His sad gaze met Gillian’s. “Because she wasn’t that type of person. She always talked about how once she graduated, she was getting out of town and never coming back.”

	“Doesn’t mean she wasn’t depressed.”

	“Depressed maybe, but not suicidal.”

	“So what does she have to do with your current problem?”

	He studied the table and didn’t say anything. Gillian hoped he wouldn’t declare an end to the conversation and walk off. But after a few seconds, he answered her. “The day of her funeral, her mother was distraught. We were all there, and she knew we’d been with her daughter the night she’d died. And she knew I was the last one to see her alive.”

	Gillian held her breath. “What did she do?”

	“After the ceremony, she lost it. She was hysterical. She blamed all of us, but she pointed me out specifically. Said she wished for me the same pain that she felt. To know the pain of waiting three days to find out your loved one was dead. She said I would lose the ones I loved, three days after I was intimate with them. Only the language she used was more colorful.” He stared at Gillian and his eyes looked haunted. “The woman was out of her head and likely drunk at her own daughter’s funeral.” He let go of a held breath. “I had nightmares for weeks after that. I kept seeing her pointing that bony finger at me.”

	The urge to comfort him almost made her reach out, but Gillian didn’t move. “She was grieving her daughter’s death. That can incite some odd behavior. She needed someone to vent her anger on.”

	“And she picked me.”

	“And you think that’s why this is happening? You think that she cursed you?”

	He drew his hand over his face and into his hair. “I know it sounds crazy. Everybody tells me it’s crazy. But it keeps happening.”

	“It’s happened since Erin?”

	“Yes.”

	“When?”

	He looked at her glass. “Why aren’t you drinking your wine?”

	“Because I’m conducting an interview.”

	He looked at his own drink, now almost half empty. “I hate to drink alone.”

	“You need a little bolstering. This is crazy stuff.”

	“I’m glad you agree.”

	“So who else?”

	He stood from his seat and leaned against the railing. He took a deep breath and turned to face her. “Two years ago. In Mexico.”

	“In Mexico?”

	“Yes.” The breeze caught his hair, and he turned into the wind. “I was a wreck after Erin. I went to work sporadically. I’d already bought the beach house, but after Erin, I sold the penthouse and the Porsche. When I wasn’t staying in Coop’s guest room, I came out here. I drank too much and slept with strangers.” He paused, remembering. “I think I had my own death wish.”

	She made another note in her book. “The strangers didn’t die?”

	“No, the strangers didn’t die, but I slowly was. I was miserable.”

	“How’d you end up in Mexico?”

	He snickered. “Cooper, of course.”

	“What? Did he send you to rehab?”

	He laughed, despite the serious topic. “Rehab? You think Cooper would send me to rehab?”

	“What’d he do?”

	“Cooper’s answer to everything is to throw a party. That’s not what he told me, though. He said that he was taking me on a trip to get away from it all. Said I needed to relax and get my mind off things. He wanted to take me to Mexico where I could sit and try to find some peace.”

	“That’s not what happened?”

	“We got there and I found he’d rented out half the damn hotel and invited just about everyone we knew, including everyone at the company.”

	“Expensive trip.”

	“He wrote it off as a corporate seminar. The only thing corporate about it was the occasional business talk in between golf swings and drink orders.”

	“Cooper knows how to have fun.”

	“He does. And, of course, he thought it would solve all my problems.”

	“It didn’t?”

	He reached over, picked up the bottle, and added more wine to his glass. “You want any of this?”

	“I’m fine.” She noticed that despite the fact that he’d almost finished the bottle, he seemed unaffected.

	He leaned back. “The resort was beautiful. I appreciated Coop’s efforts, but the last thing I wanted was to socialize.” He sipped his drink. “Fran came for a couple of days, but I barely saw her before she left. Stu had to cancel at the last minute. Kenny was coming a few days late. Marilyn was trying her luck as an actress and was doing a play, so she couldn’t make it.”

	“So much for all your friends being there for you,” she said.

	He stared at his feet. “It was fine. I don’t think they would have helped anyway.”

	“So what did you do?”

	“The first day I just sat by the water with a margarita in my hand and watched the waves. I wondered what it would be like if a tsunami came and washed me away.”

	“You and everyone else that was there?”

	“Not ideal, I know. But in my state of mind at the time, I wasn’t thinking of anyone else.”

	“And the second day?”

	“Same thing. I set up my lawn chair in the shade, ordered another margarita, and sat back and readied myself to do nothing.” He sighed. “I had my eyes closed and was wishing I could just sleep forever when someone interrupted me.”

	“Who?”

	“I looked up to see a woman standing by my chair.”

	“What did she want?”

	“She asked if I was Grayson Steele. I told her ‘no.’ I closed my eyes and hoped she’d go away. She didn’t.”

	“What did she do?”

	He looked over at her. “Much like you, Miss Fletcher, she was persistent. She found her own lawn chair and sat next to me. I ignored her for about thirty minutes, but then I couldn’t take it anymore. I asked her who she was.”

	“Who was she?”

	“Her name was Amy. Coop had invited her. She grew up in the same town we did. She was getting her Masters in Psychology and she thought I would be an interesting case study for her thesis.”

	“Which was?”

	He smiled. “Something about people who achieve great success, but can’t handle all the pressure that comes with it.”

	“Really? She said that?”

	“Yes. She did. Flattery wasn’t her strong suit. I told her I wasn’t interested.”

	“I can imagine. What happened then?”

	“She asked me to go Bungee jumping with her.”

	“She what?”

	“Yes. She said sometimes you just need to shock the hell out of your system to sort of reboot yourself. She suggested I try it. I had no idea what she knew about me or my past, but she told me it would be a rocket-ride to awesome.” He grinned. “That’s a direct quote.”

	“Did you do it?”

	“I thought about what she said. I could either sit on that beach for the next six days nursing a margarita, or I could reboot myself. I figured what the hell? At worse, the Bungee cord would break and I’d die and then I’d be out of my misery anyway. Seemed like a win-win.”

	“So you really Bungee jumped?”

	“She asked me to meet her that afternoon. I showed up, and she was ecstatic. She wanted to jump with me. I’m sure she thought I would chicken out, but I said okay and we did it together.” Gillian saw his eyes light up. “Rocket-ride to awesome was an understatement.”

	“It was fun?”

	“Thrilling and an incredible rush. After that, I learned that Amy was an adrenaline junkie. Coop had set up all kinds of activities—from Bungee jumping to sky and scuba diving and swimming with the sharks. We did them all.”

	Gillian put down her pen. “You swam with sharks?”

	“We were in a cage. They were harmless.”

	“Sure they were.”

	“By the third day, I was on a head trip. Thought I could do anything. Amy and I went cliff diving that day.”

	“Jeez.”

	“I was on an adrenaline high, or maybe like Joanie, it was the death wish.” He paused and Gillian did not interrupt. “After the cliff diving, I went back with Amy to her room. We were going to race dune buggies later that day. We were so hyped up after all we’d done, that things got a little heated. I tried to pull back. I even told her that women I sleep with tend to die soon after. I think the risk of that excited her even more. I justified it by saying I didn’t love her, so she wouldn’t be in jeopardy.”

	“So you slept with her?”

	He shut his eyes at the question. “I was so stupid,” he said.

	“I’m not judging you.”

	“You should.” He moved to sit back down in his seat, his elbows on his knees.

	“What happened?”

	“The next two days we dune-buggied, rode motorcycles, and zip-lined. I stayed in emotional denial because I kept telling myself she was just a fling. We were just having fun.”

	“But it was more than that?”

	“On the third day, I woke up in a panic. I knew then I’d been lying to myself. She was like a firecracker who’d managed to snap me back to life. I went looking for her, intent on keeping her by my side all damn day long, but she wasn’t in her room. Her roommate told me she’d gone to the airport to pick up a friend who was going to join us for the weekend.” He sat quiet before he continued. “I raced to find a taxi. I didn’t know what I was going to do. She’d left thirty minutes earlier, but I had to do something. I headed out to the airport, but we got stuck in traffic.” He stared at the deck. “I never got any farther.”

	Gillian waited. “Why not?”

	“Because the traffic I was stuck in was due to a crime scene.”

	“No.”

	He cleared his throat and stared off. After a few seconds, he continued. “Amy shared a cab with a businessman who was also going to the airport. On the way, while they were stopped at a light, a motorcycle whizzed by and opened fire on the car. The driver, the businessman, and Amy, were all killed.”

	Gillian gripped her pen. “My God.”

	“I know.” Gray shut his eyes.

	“But why? How?”

	Gray opened his eyes. “The passenger Amy rode with? He was apparently involved with a Mexican drug cartel. He’d pissed somebody off and that was their retribution.”

	Gillian had no idea what to say. The two of them remained silent. The sun had descended, and the light was nearly gone.

	“After that,” he said, staring off, “I stopped going to work. I moved out here permanently. I avoid people, especially women. I stay here, thinking it will keep me sane. Sometimes I think it does, but most of the time…” He drained the rest of his wine.

	“It doesn’t?”

	He huffed and rubbed at his neck but didn’t answer her.

	“And Kenny? What does this have to do with him?”

	He looked up at her. “What?”

	“I thought what happened in Mexico is what caused a rift between you and Kenny.”

	His eyes narrowed, and she wondered if the wine was finally hitting him, but then his face paled and he remembered. “That friend that Amy was picking up at the airport? It was Kenny. They knew each other. It’s how Coop met Amy and why he invited her to the resort.”

	Kenny’s anger toward Gray now made sense. “Were they more than just friends?”

	“Maybe.” He sighed. “I don’t know. Maybe Kenny thought so.”

	She could understand Kenny’s antipathy if that were true. “God…”

	“Yeah.” He finished his wine and put down the empty glass. “And that pretty much brings us full circle.”

	“Almost,” she said.

	“Almost?” he asked. His shoulders dropped. “Oh, you mean Marilyn.”

	“Something tells me you’re blaming yourself for her too.”

	“Hell.” He put his head in his hands. “I am truly a monster.”

	“Before you start condemning yourself, what happened with Marilyn?”

	He rubbed his face. “Why do you want to know? Haven’t you heard enough?”

	“You’ve gotten this far.”

	“Shit.” He sat up. “Fine. She came over here three days before they found her body. She and I had a brief fling the summer after Angela died. It only lasted a couple of weeks. We both just needed the company. Afterward, she went her way and I went mine. Nothing happened to her.” He hesitated and shook his head. “So, when she showed up here, and we hadn’t seen each other in so long, and she knew my history and we talked and we drank and…”

	“I get the picture.”

	“I thought that since nothing had happened the first time…”

	“That nothing would happen the second.”

	He groaned, frustrated. “I still don’t get it. I liked Marilyn, but it wasn’t the same as with Angela, Erin, or even Amy. I really thought she wouldn’t be affected.”

	“Maybe there’s something else you should consider.”

	He stared at her and the look in his eyes conveyed the guilt he felt and the weight he carried. “Honestly, I don’t really want to talk about this anymore. I think this interview is over.” He stood and walked back to the railing, but then turned, kicked off his shoes, and headed down the stairs leading to the beach. Max jumped up from his slumber and followed him. Gillian watched him walk away and reached over and turned off the tape recorder and closed her notepad. She thought for a few minutes before she stood. She put the recorder and pad in her purse, took off her sandals, picked up her wine glass, and headed down to the beach.

	 

	


CHAPTER EIGHT

	 

	GRAY STOOD WITH his hands in his pockets and stared across the dark expanse of water. The only visible lights were from the line of homes along the shoreline and from distant ships flickering in the distance. The waves crashed harder than usual, as if to warn them that the Atlantic harbored its own impending curse. Gillian walked up and stood next to him but didn’t say anything. She drank her wine and dug her toes into the sand. Max barked at a crab that ran along the water’s edge.

	“Did you get enough to eat?” he finally asked. “You didn’t finish your dinner.”

	“I got distracted by our talk, but yes, I’m fine.” She gazed at his profile. “You didn’t eat much either.”

	He turned into the breeze. “Guess I was distracted too. I had plenty of wine, though.”

	“It helped you relax.”

	“I shouldn’t have drank that much.”

	“You talked about some difficult things. I don’t blame you for needing a drink.”

	A wave rushed up and wet his toes. “Did you know?”

	“Know what?”

	“About this curse thing?”

	She hesitated and sipped her wine before answering. “I knew you’d lost some special women in your life. I didn’t know about Joanie or Amy, or Marilyn until I got here.” She decided that was close enough to the truth.

	“You going to write about this?”

	She held his gaze. “What? That you think you’ve got a curse over your head and that you believe you’re responsible for the deaths of four women?”

	He kicked at the sand. “It’s quite a story. It will sell a lot of magazines.”

	“No. I’m not going to write about that.”

	His eyebrows furrowed. “Really? What are you going to write about then? My charming wit and lousy cooking skills?”

	She faced him. “I think you need to consider something.”

	He ran his hand through his wind tossed hair. “What is it that I haven’t already considered?”

	She took a deep breath. “That this isn’t a curse, but something else entirely.”

	He chuckled as if he’d just been asked if he knew how to spell his last name. “You think I haven’t wondered what else could cause this? I’ve questioned everything about me and these women for years, but I have no answers. I have no idea how or why this could be happening.”

	“I have a theory. I’m surprised you haven’t thought of it.”

	He frowned. “Then by all means, Miss Fletcher, lay it on me.”

	“Don’t you think that maybe someone wants you to think it’s a curse?”

	His lip crooked up. “Oh, that? The intruder in the woods theory? Somebody stalking my every move?”

	“Why not?”

	“That’s ludicrous. Who would bother to go to all that effort? Nobody hates me enough to kill four women.”

	“How do you know?”

	His jaw dropped. “How do I know? I think you’ve been watching too many crime dramas on TV.”

	“And I think you haven’t watched enough.”

	He narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean?”

	“Met many people with curses over their head recently?” she asked.

	“What?”

	“How many people do you know who walk around thinking they’ve got some kind of a curse following them?”

	“What are you talking about?”

	“Exactly. You can’t name any. Have you watched TV recently? Every other damn show is about some murder where a husband or wife offs the other. Nowadays, you can’t seem to have a good fight over Thanksgiving dinner without somebody getting slaughtered with the family butcher knife.”

	“I think you’re exaggerating.”

	“I am, but you get the gist.”

	“You really think some crazy person is stalking me?”

	“Not just some crazy person.”

	That stopped him. “Who then?”

	“Someone you know.” She watched his reaction. “Someone close to you.”

	He stood and stared. “You mean like someone I know on the island or someone I worked with?”

	“Someone closer. Someone who knows about the curse.”

	He turned and faced the ocean and shook his head. “That’s crazy.”

	“Not if you think about it.”

	He threw out a hand. “That’s what you think? That it’s one of my friends…I mean, one of my close friends…that is doing this to me?”

	“Yes.” She’d suspected as much as he’d talked through his story and the more he’d opened up, the more it made sense. She’d never encountered a situation like his before, but she always followed her gut, and her gut hadn’t shut up since dinner, and it had nothing to do with the food.

	He stared at the sky, but then turned abruptly and walked away. “That’s the most absurd thing I’ve ever heard.” He stopped and turned back. “Is that what you want to write about?” He set his jaw. “That one of my close friends is a murderer?”

	“Gray. Listen to me…”

	“That’s it, isn’t it?” He resumed his walk back to the house. “This meeting is over. You need to leave.” He scanned the shoreline. “Max,” he yelled. “Come on, boy.” Max bounded up from the water’s edge and caught up to Gray.

	Gillian didn’t let him off so easily. She knew she had to get him to see reason, or she’d never be able to help him. “Wait a minute!” she yelled back at him.

	When he ignored her, she ran after him. He rinsed his feet and Max’s at the shower and stomped up the stairs.

	“Would you listen to me, please?” She tried to get his attention, but he refused to answer her. She quickly showered the sand off and headed up the stairs behind him. “I’m not going to write anything you don’t want, remember?”

	He whirled on her. “You better not write a single word about my friends, do you understand?”

	“Grayson Steele!” He stopped at the top of the stairs and she caught up to him. “Would you calm down long enough for me to talk?”

	“We are done talking. I should have never agreed to this.” He grabbed his dinner plate and brought it inside. She picked up hers and followed.

	“Just wait a minute,” she said. They walked inside, and she slid the door closed behind her.

	“I can’t believe you think that one of my friends…” He dropped his plate in the sink, leaned his palms against the counter, and hung his head.

	She stopped and realized that the possibility of him being friends with a killer was hitting him. She held her plate, but then came up next to him and placed it in the sink along with his. She put her glass down on the counter.

	Trying to think of what to say, she leaned her hip against the sink and faced him. “I know this theory is difficult to hear, but if you truly want to break free of this, you need to consider the possibility.”

	“I just…” He lifted his head. “I…God. I don’t even know what to say.”

	“Sit down.” She motioned toward his dining table. He sighed but didn’t move. “I’ll give you my reasoning. You can take it or leave it. But at least I’ll have told you what I think. The rest will be up to you.”

	He hesitated but then straightened and went to sit down. She sat next to him.

	“Okay, Elliot Ness,” he said. “Tell me what this theory is of yours.”

	She considered what to say, but now that he was listening, she didn’t know where to start. “Bear with me,” she said.

	He grunted. “I don’t promise anything.”

	She took a moment to gather her thoughts and give him some time to calm down. “Think about it,” she finally said. “Just before you graduate from high school, one of your troubled friends disappears and winds up dead in a suspected suicide. Her grieving mother curses you in front of all your buddies and tells you the women you fall for and sleep with will die three days later.”

	“You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know.”

	“Well, think about it. Angela dies right after you graduate from college. Erin dies after you’ve become wealthy and successful, Amy dies while you’re still coping with Erin’s death, and now Marilyn dies.”

	“Is this supposed to be helping?”

	“Just wait a second.” She thought it through. “You said Kenny had a crush on Fran in high school.”

	“What? You think Kenny killed these women because he was pissed that I took Fran to the prom? God. Please tell me you’ve got something more to hang your hat on.”

	“Would you shut up and let me think?”

	He held up his hands. “By all means, Lone Ranger.”

	She ignored him and thought back to what he had told her. “So suppose Kenny did try to ask Fran out after you broke it off? Maybe she did turn him down. Maybe because she was still in love with you.”

	“Oh, come on.”

	“So, that gives Kenny and Fran a motive.”

	“A what?”

	“Motive. Kenny’s pissed because the woman he loves still loves you. Fran’s pissed because she still loves you, but now you’ve met another woman and you only have eyes for Angela. Maybe she even knew about you kissing Joanie on the beach.”

	He stared at her openmouthed. “And what, Stu’s mad because Coop and I are best friends and we didn’t invite him to play during recess?”

	She met his dubious gaze. “Maybe. Was he jealous of your friendship with Cooper? You told me that you were all three going to go into business together, but then that changed.”

	“But that was no big deal,” he said.

	“Maybe to you it wasn’t.”

	“Come on. Are you saying that one of them murdered Marilyn to get back at me?”

	“They had the perfect set-up. They knew about the curse. They knew that would wreak havoc on you.”

	“Then why not the first time? Why didn’t they kill her the first time we got together?”

	“Think about it. It only lasted two weeks. Who knew about you two?”

	He thought back. “Far as I know, just me, Cooper, and Marilyn.”

	“And when did you tell Coop?”

	“I don’t know. A week or two after it happened?”

	“That’s why. Once the three days had passed, you can’t blame the curse. The opportunity is lost. But, the second time…” She paused. “Who knew she was here?”

	“Nobody. Unless, she told someone.”

	“She obviously did, and it got her killed. Plus, if the killer is escalating, it just gives him the chance to dig the knife deeper. Whoever this is covers their tracks well.”

	“But we’re talking about murder here.”

	“Depends on who’s doing the talking. One man’s murder is another man’s opportunity.”

	His face fell. “That’s morbid.”

	“But possible. People have done crazier things.”

	“Still…”

	She voiced her other concern. “You have to think about Cooper too.”

	He looked at her in shock. “What? There is no way in hell he would ever do this. I won’t even go there.”

	“I’m just saying. You’ve always been the one to get the accolades. You’re the brains and he’s the pretty boy. It could get to someone after a while.”

	“Not Cooper. He’s never had an issue with self-confidence.”

	“That you know of.”

	His voice rose. “I’ve known him since the third grade. He’d have to be a sociopath to get away with what you’re suggesting.”

	She didn’t answer, but just stared back at him.

	“Oh, come on.” He stood and paced. “Now you’re telling me that my best friend, a man who is a brother to me, is a sociopath?”

	She waved her hand. “I’m not telling you anything. I don’t know any of these people. But because I don’t, I can be more objective. And based on what I’ve seen since I’ve been here…”

	He stopped pacing. “What?”

	“I’d say that someone you think you can trust is stalking you.”

	His hands found and gripped the back of the chair he’d just stood from. After a few seconds passed, he chuckled. “Wow. You’ve been here, what, a week? And from one conversation, you’ve deduced that one of my close friends has murdered four women because of their hatred for me?”

	“You said it yourself. People change.”

	“I wasn’t talking about turning into a murderer.”

	“Who said anything about turning into one? Maybe they were from the start. This may go all the way back to Joanie.”

	The shock of her statement stunned him. “Shit. Now you’ve pegged one of them as a psychopath?”

	“They murdered four people. What would you call it?”

	“Insane.”

	“That works too.”

	“No. Not them. You.”

	She didn’t back down from her theory. “Really? I give you a completely plausible explanation and you’d rather believe in a curse?” She stood. “You can stand there and look at me as if I’m the one who’s lost their marbles, but at the end of the day, I can go home and live my life. I can look forward to one day getting married and having a family. I can go home and sleep at night. Can you?”

	He didn’t answer.

	She gentled her tone. “I know this is difficult, but if you want your life back, you’re going to have to take a hard look at the people in your circle and the role they play in it. If you want to be free of this supposed curse, then you need to take a leap of faith and assume it never existed to begin with.”

	His hands still gripped the chair and his face paled to the point where she began to wonder if he would fall if he let it go. She waited for him to respond, and she almost reached out and touched him. After a few seconds, he sighed and shook his head. “You’re telling me that someone I’ve trusted since childhood may be the reason I’ve lost the women I’ve loved? That someone hates me so much, that they’re willing to go to these lengths to see me suffer?”

	She hated to see the pain in his eyes. “Yes. That’s what I’m saying.”

	Confusion clouded his features. “But if that’s true, then why not just kill me and get it over with?”

	She wondered about that herself, but she told him her suspicions. “Sometimes drawing it out is more fun. Obviously, it’s been tormenting you for years.”

	He hung his head but then dropped his hands and straightened. “It’s been hell. There’ve been times when I thought…”

	“What?” she asked, but he didn’t answer. “When you thought what?”

	His eyes conveyed his misery. “That it would be better if I wasn’t around.”

	She knew what he meant. “Suicide?”

	“It’s crossed my mind more than once.”

	She fought the urge to take his hand. “Maybe that’s exactly what they want. Maybe that’s why your killer went after Marilyn. To push you closer to taking your own life.”

	He let go of a deep breath and walked to the couch and sat down. He held his head in his hands. “So if I consider this theory of yours...” He shut his eyes and rubbed his temples. “…then what do I do now?”

	She empathized with him. The relief she’d felt at getting him to see the truth began to fade when she had to admit that she didn’t know how to answer his question. She went to sit next to him on the couch. “I think you need to hire a…”

	He popped his head up when she didn’t finish her sentence. “What?” he asked. “Hire who?”

	She didn’t answer him because a possible solution to his predicament had popped into her mind. She stared off as she thought about it. It was crazy, but the idea had hit her hard in the chest, which told her it had merit, and the more she thought about it, the more she realized the wisdom of it. But if she did it, it meant staying three more days. The thought of spending more time with him appealed to her, but there were also drawbacks to staying longer. But she didn’t stop to think about that. The extra time in one place would be risky, but she could figure that out.

	“Gillian? You there? Hire who? A private investigator? What are they going to do?”

	“No,” she spoke quietly. “Not a P.I.”

	“Who then?”

	She met his gaze. “Me.”

	“You? Hire you for what? You’ve already tortured me enough with your interview.”

	“Well, not hire me, but use me.”

	“What are you talking about?”

	She stopped thinking about all the things that could wrong with this plan and committed. “Let me spend the night with you tonight.”

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER NINE

	 

	HE JUMPED OUT of his seat as if something had shot at him from below. He stared at her like he were a sea monster. “Like hell I will. Look, I appreciate your willingness to help, but you sleeping with me is not the answer.”

	She stood, and he moved farther away. “Relax, Mr. Steele,” she said. “I am not going to sleep with you.”

	He stopped. “You’re not? I mean, what are you talking about? Why sleep over?”

	“To make it look like I slept with you.”

	His eyes widened when he understood her plan. “You want to make it look like we slept together?”

	“Yes. It’s brilliant.”

	“You are insane. I have confirmation now.”

	“Would you think about this for a second? I’m here. We’ve had dinner. We’ve had a few drinks. We sit outside, enjoy the evening. We put on a little show. Then we come inside and go upstairs. The lights go out. Of course, I’ll be in a guest room, but our bad guy won’t know that. Then, we wait three days and see what happens.”

	He looked horrified. “That’s a terrible idea.”

	“Why?”

	“Because you want to get killed?”

	“I won’t get killed.”

	“How do you know that?”

	“I’ll have someone watch out for me.”

	“You will? Who?”

	“You let me worry about that.”

	He shook his head. “No. I don’t like this.”

	“You want to end this curse?”

	“Yes. Of course, but not at your expense. Not at anyone’s expense.”

	“I’ll be fine. We know what to look for. Besides, what are the other options?”

	He shot out his arms. “There’s got to be another alternative.”

	“I can’t think of any. Can you?”

	“Damn it. This is crazy.”

	“But it will work.”

	He didn’t move, and she knew he was considering it.

	“Well?” she asked.

	“Coop mentioned that he could hire someone. I’d feel better if…”

	“No. Cooper can’t know. He’s a suspect like everyone else.”

	He moved his hands to his hips. “Cooper didn’t do anything.”

	“Then we’ll all breathe a sigh of relief in three days when that’s confirmed.”

	He hardened his features. “It will be confirmed.” But when she didn’t back down, he said, “Fine. So I’ll tell him we slept together. But he can still hire someone to keep you safe.”

	“Assuming he’s not the bad guy, then yes, I suppose so. But if he is…”

	“Gillian, Cooper is not going to kill you.”

	She understood his need to believe in his friend. “All right. Let him hire someone then, if it helps with the story. But I’ll have someone too. Just in case.”

	“You’re sure you can trust them?”

	“With my life.”

	He didn’t ask who that could be, but he didn’t dwell on it. “This is nuts. None of my friends are going to try to kill you. I can’t believe we’re considering this.”

	“Then if that’s the case, my safety is secure. And if there really is a curse, then it won’t kick in because we didn’t do anything.”

	“What if it’s someone else? Someone we haven’t considered?”

	“Then my protection will catch them to. This is meant to catch whoever the guilty party is.”

	“And what if nothing happens?”

	“Then we’ll talk about that when the time comes, but for now, I think it’s worth a shot. Don’t you?”

	He stood on the other side of the room from her, as if being near her would incite some sort of uncontrollable act he wanted to avoid.

	“I’m still not sure.” He took a shuddered breath. “If something happens to you, I don’t know if I’ll be able to recover.”

	“You? What about me?”

	“You know what I mean. I won’t be able to forgive myself for putting you at risk.”

	“I’m accepting the risk.”

	“But I’m going along with it.”

	She managed to move up closer to him, and he didn’t back away.

	“Believe me. I have no intention of dying any time soon. But we have the edge here. The element of surprise. We just have to make it look real. If it looks faked, then we’ve lost our advantage.”

	His face shifted from fear to doubt. “You’re sure? I mean you better think this through.”

	The last thing she wanted to do was think about it. “I’ll be fine. We’re gonna catch this guy.” He continued to look unconvinced. “Yes,” she said to persuade him. “I’m sure.”

	He groaned, and shaking his head, he acquiesced. “I can’t believe this.” He rubbed at his neck. “Okay. How do you want to do it?”

	She smiled at the question, and he realized how it sounded. “Sorry. I mean how do we make this look real?” He stared at the ceiling. “God help me,” he said.

	“Well,” she looked around the room. She spotted her wine glass and walked into the kitchen to pick it up. “Open another bottle of wine.”

	“Another bottle?”

	“We should make it look like we’ve been drinking.”

	“That shouldn’t be hard.” He walked to a wine refrigerator and pulled out a bottle. He found another opener and popped the cork. He filled her glass and grabbed a fresh one and filled it for himself. 

	“Pour half of the bottle out. Make it look like we’ve been drinking since we’ve been inside.”

	“Hell. You really think whoever this is, is paying that close of attention?”

	“You never know. Better to be safe.” She looked toward the patio door. “We need to go outside.”

	“Outside? Why?”

	“Makes for a better show.”

	“What kind of show are you proposing? Why not just go upstairs and turn off the lights?”

	“Because,” she said. “Our bad guy may find it hard to believe that you’d actually sleep with me so soon after Marilyn. We have to convince him.”

	“And how do you propose we do that?”

	She moved up close. “You’ll have to make a pass at me. Act a little drunk.”

	He stepped back. “Wait a minute.”

	“What?”

	“I’m not too comfortable with this.”

	“Why not? You wouldn’t make a pass at me under other circumstances?”

	“Maybe once this is over, we can discuss what I would and would not do with you under other conditions, but this is not one of those times.”

	“Listen, let’s just go out there and talk, and we’ll see what happens. Obviously, thinking about this is making you uncomfortable.”

	His mouth dropped open. “How can you be so calm about gaining the attention of a potential murderer?”

	“If we catch this guy, then this is the story I want to write. How we caught the guy who stalked you for years.”

	“That’s what you want to write about?”

	“It’s a hell of a story.”

	“And you’re putting yourself right in the middle of it.”

	“It’s what any good journalist would do.”

	“You’re a lot braver than me.”

	“I better not be. I’m counting on you to get me through this.”

	He sighed and closed, and then reopened, his eyes. “You would say that, wouldn’t you?”

	“Come on.” She pulled on his arm. “Let’s go.”

	He let himself be pulled toward the door. ”What the hell are we doing?”

	“You’re Grayson Steele,” she said, sliding the door open. “I think you know what you’re doing. Especially when it comes to seducing a woman.”

	“Not when it comes to this. I hope you’ll forgive me if I have performance issues later tonight.”

	“Don’t worry. I’ll be in the other room. You’ll have to handle that one all on your own.”

	He made a face, but she had already moved out the open door and onto the patio, and he followed. 

	They stood outside and stared at each other. “You want to sit?” he finally asked her. “It’s a great night to be outside.”

	“Sure,” she said. She sat and he took the seat next to her. She took a sip of her wine and set it on the table. “Feeling better now?” she asked. “Now that the interview is over?”

	He sipped from his drink. “Much better. Although it was just as bad as I thought it would be.”

	“I’m sorry to hear that.” Gillian tried to relax and not think about what she was doing. She fidgeted in her seat and chose to let him lead the conversation. “What?” she asked, when he kept staring.

	Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath, let it out, and opened his eyes again. “Now that you know all about me, why don’t you tell me a little about you?” She tensed, taking another sip of her wine. “What’s the matter?” he asked after seeing her reaction. “Don’t like being on the other end of the tape recorder?”

	“There’s not much to say,” she said, studying her glass.

	“I doubt that,” he answered. He leaned in. “Come on, Miss Fletcher. Tell me all about yourself.”

	She smiled when she heard her own question directed back at her. She hadn’t expected this, but she’d made it this far, she figured she could handle a few questions about herself without revealing too much. “Okay,” she said. “You win.”

	“You bet I do.”

	She drank more of her wine, and he poured some more for both of them.

	She started from the beginning as he had. “I was born Gillian Margot Fletcher in a small town called Shepton just outside Phoenix, Arizona. My parents are Lillian and Carson Fletcher and they are still together.”

	“Impressive,” said Gray.

	“It’s been years since they met, but they’ve only spent a sum total of…” she looked up to think about her answer. “Maybe eight years together? If my calculations are correct.”

	Grayson tipped his head. “That changes things. Why is that?”

	She didn’t know why she had told him. She could have easily said nothing, but something made her keep talking. “My dad travels.”

	“Military?” he asked.

	She nodded. “Yes.”

	“You grew up in Phoenix?”

	“For a short time. We didn’t stay long, though.”

	“Lived all over the world?”

	She tensed. “How’d you know that?”

	He looked at her as if she’d had too much wine. “Military families tend to do that.”

	“Right. Yes, we did. We moved a lot.”

	“You have brothers and sisters?”

	“I do. I have an older brother and sister.”

	“You’re the baby?”

	“I am.”

	“Explains a lot.”

	She knitted her brows. “Very funny.” She took another sip of her wine. She began to gain a whole new appreciation for being on the other end of the interview.

	“What made you want to be a journalist?”

	“What?” She leaned over to pet Max, who slept by her feet.

	“A journalist?” he asked. “Why are you one?”

	“Oh, that. I guess I like to know about people. Help them.”

	“Help them? How do you help them as a journalist?”

	She searched for a reasonable answer. “I’ve never been the kind of reporter that needs to be first on the scene or the one who uncovers government conspiracies. I’m much more interested in people and their stories. What makes them tick.”

	“And that helps them?”

	She smiled and gazed out over the water. “I did a story once on a man who lived in poverty with his family. He worked three jobs and struggled to put food on the table. When his wife became pregnant with their third child, they made the agonizing choice to let an aunt raise the baby girl. They simply could not afford another mouth to feed. The aunt lived in another state though and rarely visited. After a few years, the father managed to secure more stable employment and he went looking for his daughter. When he got there, he learned that the aunt had moved away. He searched for years for his child, but without the money to hire someone to help, there was little he could do. On top of that, he’d heard rumors that the aunt was involved in shady business deals. The neighbors believed she’d left when she found herself in trouble with the wrong people. When I found him and talked to him, he blamed himself for his daughter’s plight. His wife had died two years earlier and his sons were old enough to work and contribute to the family. All the father wanted was to find his child and bring her home.”

	Gillian took a moment and sipped her wine. Grayson said nothing and waited for her to continue.

	“After hearing his story, I did a little digging. I knew a few people who could turn over dirt and find the worms, so to speak. I learned that the aunt had sold drugs out of her home. She’d been arrested a few times but always managed to avoid jail time. Apparently, though, she helped herself to the inventory, and her luck ran out. She disappeared one night and took her niece with her. After following several leads, I found the aunt in a disheveled hovel of an apartment. I called the father and told him, and he raced to meet her. Problem was, the daughter wasn’t there. The aunt didn’t have her. When we pressed her for information, she admitted that she’d left the child with one of her business associates who’d taken an interest in the girl.”

	“What?” asked Gray, with disbelief. “She gave the child away?” 

	“She’d sold her.”

	“You’re kidding.”

	“No. The father was enraged and called the police. They took the aunt in for questioning. It took a few weeks, but we finally learned the name of the man she’d sold her niece to. Long story short, a month later, the man found his daughter. She was living in a drug lord’s home, and, after a raid in which authorities found bags of cocaine and money lining the halls of the house, the man was arrested and the girl was reunited with her father.” Gillian smiled at the memory. “I’d call that helping.” She leaned back in her seat.

	Her story seemed to relax him. “I would too,” he said. “Did you do that story for Lifestyle? That doesn’t sound like their sort of article.”

	“No.” She scratched at the edge of the table. “That was before Lifestyle. I did some freelance work for a while.”

	“Who published it? I’d like to read it.”

	She looked up. “What?”

	“Did you sell the article?”

	She nodded. “Yeah, I did. To a small periodical in the South.”

	“Who?”

	“It’s called Southern Style. It was a few years ago. I don’t even know if they’re still in business.” She studied her wine.

	“I’ll see if I can find it.”

	“It’s not that big a deal.”

	He drank from his glass. “Don’t sell yourself short, Miss Fletcher. You helped a father find his daughter. Sounds impressive to me.”

	She met his gaze, and his dark eyes held hers. “Thank you,” she said.

	“You’re welcome. I’m just glad you write about more than cursed millionaire playboys.”

	She grinned. “You’re my first,” she answered. The intensity of their exchange inside the house faded and the wine began to warm her. “And hopefully the last.”

	His study of her made her nervous, and she finished the rest of her wine and stood, still holding her glass. Feeling his gaze on her, she began to second guess this plan of hers. Suddenly it felt way too personal and she hoped she wasn’t getting in too deep. She leaned on the railing and he picked up the wine bottle and emptied the rest of the contents into both of their glasses and moved to stand beside her. She wondered if he was also beginning to question the foolishness of their plan. Did they really think they could catch a killer?

	If Grayson was nervous, then he didn’t show it when he stood close and pressed up next to her. Feeling his nearness, she was surprised when her fears began to dim instead of grow, and she found herself pressing back against him.

	He leaned close and spoke into her ear. “You sure about this? You still have a chance to back out.” His breath against her skin made her tingle. “I was enjoying our talk. Just sit back down if you want to stop.”

	She considered it and whispered back. “I don’t want to stop.” To emphasize her point, she leaned into him.

	He sighed against her, and she thought she heard a muffled curse. He pulled back, his face serious.

	“That wasn’t so bad,” she said.

	 “What?” he asked.

	“My interview,” she said.

	“You call that an interview?” he asked. “I didn’t even get to the tough questions.” 

	Despite her sudden reluctance, Gillian determined to see this through. Her mind was telling her this was naive, but she didn’t listen. The desire to help him compelled her. And if it meant getting a little closer to him, then she didn’t mind that either. She would deal with the repercussions three days from now, but for the moment, she ignored her nerves and began to enjoy the feel of him against her. “And what would those be?”

	He leaned in. “How do you feel about cursed men?”

	She smiled. “I never met one I didn’t like.”

	“Good.” She could feel her face flush and he smiled. “You think you’re tough enough to tempt fate?” 

	She felt the alcohol buzz through her. “Depends.”

	He brushed a lock of hair off her face. “Depends on what?

	Her breathing picked up, and she tried to slow it. “If the fate is worth the risk.”

	They locked eyes as she waited for his reply.

	“And do you think I’m worth the risk?” he asked.

	The conversation had lost its casual tone and she knew he waited for an answer, despite the fact that this was only supposed to be for show.

	“Based on what I know so far,” she answered. “I think you are.”

	He kept his eyes on her but then looked down at his glass. When he looked back, his posture relaxed. “Cheers,” he said, holding up his wine glass.

	“To what?” she asked.

	“To the end of the interview…” His eyes were darker than the night sky and they roved over her face, sending tingles through her. “…and the beginning of something else.”

	She clinked her glass against his and drank from it. She watched as he drained most of his. She decided to hell with it, and drank most of hers too. He took her glass and set it down on the table along with his and came back up next to her.

	Feeling him against her again, she sucked in a breath. “I should go,” she said.

	“Probably,” he said.

	She didn’t move. “I mean, if there really is a curse…”

	He slowly exhaled. “Then we don’t want to take any chances.”

	She moved up closer. “No.” She brought her face up to his. “We don’t.” She could feel his body tense, but then just as quickly relax. She almost willed him to stay calm. He reached down and took her hand. His fingers trailed over hers, and it surprised her when soft tendrils of heat slid through her midsection and her body temperature increased dramatically.

	He brought his other hand up and touched her jaw line. “You’re a beautiful woman, Gillian Fletcher.”

	Steady breathing became impossible, and she began to wonder if they were playing anymore. She raised her free hand to his chest and felt him suck in a breath. “I really should go.” Her insides churned.

	He nodded. “Yes. You really should.” He let go of the hand that held hers and slid it around her back and pulled her close.

	Her heart rate soared, and her body seemed to take on a mind of its own. She had not anticipated this reaction to him. “It would be utterly irresponsible for me to stay.”

	He lowered his head and his mouth lingered so close to hers that she could feel his breath on her lips. They stood that way for what felt like hours and pulses of electricity shot through her. Gillian didn’t know when it happened, but her arm had moved around him and her other hand had snaked its way up his shoulder. His hand on her face continued to stroke her skin and before she could prepare for his kiss, something sparked and she moved in just as he did and their lips met. All thoughts of curses and killers vanished when she felt his warm lips move over hers. Whatever she’d expected to happen was dull in comparison to the feeling that shot through her when his mouth captured hers. Her arms tightened around him, and his hand on her cheek went to the back of her neck. The slow kiss picked up speed as he raked his lips over hers. Dropping all pretenses, she opened her mouth and touched her tongue to his. His breathing escalated along with hers and the kiss deepened. The fire in her belly blazed hotter than she thought possible. Her reaction to him amazed her. She couldn’t press herself close enough. He seemed to be having no problem with it either as his response felt just as eager. Pulling her in, Gray moved his hand down her back, and she moaned deep in her throat when he cupped her backside. Their mouths continued to explore, and all she wanted to do was feel his skin against hers.

	The plan they’d concocted was forgotten as they moved against each other. He moved and she shifted and felt all of him against her. Her breathing raced as did his. When his lips raised, she moaned in dissatisfaction but gasped when she felt his mouth find the sensitive skin just below her ear. He nibbled and kissed her neck, and she dropped her head back. Her body seemed to move without any direction from her brain, and she arched against him. He moaned and let his hands travel over her; one dropped down to her thigh. He pulled her leg up, and she wrapped it around him. He dragged his mouth up from her neck and jaw and then he was back at her lips and they kissed again. Something inside her let go and she couldn’t stop herself from touching him. It was like she was a speeding freight train with no brakes. She brought her hands down his back and found his shirt tail. She began to pull it up when he suddenly stopped and grabbed at her wrists. He spoke despite his heavy breathing. “We should bring this upstairs.”

	All she could do was nod, and he came back and met her eager lips again as she pressed her hands to his chest over his shirt. Her hands traveled up to his shoulders, and she wound them around his neck and pulled him closer. He groaned in his throat and broke away, grabbing her hand. “Come on.” His eyes were stormy with desire. “Upstairs.” All she could do was follow when he led her inside and shut the patio door. Max followed through his dog door. Switching off the lights as he moved, Gray led her to the staircase. Before she could clear her head, she was on the second floor. He took her to a room, and they stopped at the threshold.

	Her heart was still beating so fast, she knew that if he took her into his bed, she wouldn’t say no. He looked down at her with his own indecisive eyes.

	“Jesus,” was all he said. His lips found hers again in another hungry kiss, only now without the need for show. Her hands slipped under his shirttail, and he groaned when her fingers touched his skin. Pressing up against her, he guided her backward into the room. They continued to kiss while Gillian explored his stomach and chest. His hands gripped her back and waist, and she waited for him to unzip her dress, but her knees hit something solid and she fell backward onto a soft surface. Opening her eyes, she tried to clear the haze from her mind and realized she was in a dark bedroom. Gray stood over her as she lay on top of a bed, and their breathing was the only noise in the room other than the hammering of her heart. She waited for him to join her, and she almost reached out for him, when he backed away.

	“Good night, Miss Fletcher,” he said, through a ragged breath. His eyes held hers for a brief second before he turned and walked out of the room.

	 

	


CHAPTER TEN

	 

	THE COFFEE MACHINE beeped. Grayson grabbed for the pot and filled himself a full cup. He added his usual cream and sugar and sat down at the breakfast table. His head flared, and he rubbed his temples. The wine last night paired with minimal sleep had combined to give him a roaring headache. He drank from the cup and popped the lid off a bottle of aspirin he’d taken from the cabinet. He swallowed two pills and thought again about the previous evening. He couldn’t stop thinking about Gillian Fletcher. His reaction to her had been startling and instantaneous. The minute their lips had touched, he’d devolved into a mindless, thoughtless mass of bone and muscle whose actions were driven based on taste and touch alone. He’d experienced lust before, but nothing like what he’d felt last night. He could still feel her body against his, his hands on her skin and his lips slanted over hers. Angela, Erin, and Amy had all been memorable and wonderful, but Gillian lit up something inside of him he’d never known existed. And he wondered how much further it could go. Sliding his hand into his hair, he wondered how he’d stopped himself. Seeing her fall against the bed, her hair in disarray and her lips swollen, and knowing that she would have welcomed him if he’d joined her, it had taken every ounce of strength and fortitude he’d possessed to walk away.

	The thought of the curse had been the catalyst to break through the sexual haze. If Gillian was wrong, if no one was out to murder his lovers, and there really was some elusive force that would culminate in her death in three days, then he couldn’t take the risk. The vision of Marilyn lying in the sand with lifeless eyes staring back at him had pulled him back and out of Gillian’s room. Now, as he sat at the table nursing his coffee, he debated his choice and knew he’d made the right one. Gillian may still be at risk, but at least he knew it would not be from any curse. The sensibility of their decision to play this “whodunit” game in the first place, though, was still up in the air.

	“Good morning.”

	He stilled in his chair and turned, seeing her at the foot of the steps. She was barefoot and she still wore her dress from the previous night. Her hair was disheveled, and her puffy eyes suggested she’d slept about as well as he had. Her face was clean though, so he realized she must have found the toiletries in the guest room and used them to wash off her makeup and brush her teeth. They were there in case his mom popped in for one of her rare visits.

	“Good morning,” he answered. They stared at each other for a few seconds, and he swore silently when he felt his body react to her again. “Coffee’s on the counter. Help yourself.” He turned away in hopes of controlling his reaction. He thought again about the previous night and berated himself for his lack of discipline.

	“Thanks,” she said. She walked into the kitchen and opened cabinets, looking for a cup. When she found one, she pulled it down and filled it and went to sit across from him. She avoided eye contact as she drank.

	“How’d you sleep?” he asked.

	She looked up then. “Terrible.”

	“Me too.”

	She put her cup down. “I…um…” She studied the table.

	“What?” he asked.

	“I…I want to apologize for last night. I don’t know what came over me. I…” She stopped and her cheeks reddened.

	He empathized with her. “Don’t apologize. I didn’t exactly hold back either.”

	“I didn’t expect it to be so…” 

	His jaw clenched. “I know. It took me by surprise too.”

	She gripped her coffee cup. “Thank you for stopping. If you hadn’t…”

	“If I hadn’t…” The room went quiet. He cleared his throat to break his train of thought. “We did, though, so let’s not dwell on it.”

	She exhaled a deep breath. “I’m trying not to.”

	He couldn’t help but smile. “Me too,” he said, although the images in his head didn’t disappear without effort. “So,” he said. “What happens now with this little plan of yours?”

	Her eyes focused as if she’d just remembered the reason she was there to begin with. “Oh.” She shook her head. “Well, we just wait and see, I guess.”

	“Wait and see?” he asked.

	“I’m not really in any danger until day three.”

	“What do we do in the mean time? Just hang out and play Monopoly?”

	She thought about it. “We still need to play the part if we really want to draw this person out.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“We need to play the role of lovers. That’s what seems to piss him or her off.”

	“That wasn’t the case with Marilyn.”

	“Marilyn was different. You may not have been in love with her, but you two had a history. Not just with each other but with the whole group, which is why it’s likely your stalker is one of your friends.”

	“I’m still not convinced.”

	“Guess we’ll find out soon enough.”

	“You need to contact your own friend.”

	“Who?”

	“The person you say will watch out for you. You sure they know what they’re doing?”

	“Believe me, they know. What about Cooper?”

	“What about him?”

	“You can’t tell him. He’s got to think that…well, you know.”

	“He didn’t do anything. He’s not my stalker.”

	“Regardless, even if he isn’t, we can’t risk him spilling the beans about our plan. He tells someone, then that ends it. Better to keep this just between you and me until this is done.”

	He groaned and held his head. “I know. It makes sense. I just don’t like lying to him.”

	“You can apologize later. I’m sure he’ll understand.”

	“If we’re lucky, maybe he’ll head back to the city soon.”

	“You think he will?”

	Gray thought about it. “After he learns that you slept over?” He snorted. “No. I’ll be lucky if I can keep him from sleeping on the couch.”

	“When will you tell him?”

	“Tell him?” Gray gave her a surprised look. “I’m surprised he’s not out on the patio knocking on the door. Your car’s been out front all night. Believe me, he already knows.”

	As if on cue, the phone rang. “What’d I tell ya?” said Gray.

	“You think it’s him?”

	He reached for his cell. “Of course.”

	“Don’t say anything,” she warned.

	“I won’t.” He picked up the phone. “Hello?”

	He heard his friend’s voice on the line. “Good morning,” said Cooper, sounding cheery. “You up?” He paused. “Or should I say, can you talk?”

	“Morning, Cooper,” Gray answered. “Yes. I can talk.”

	“Can I just say that you’re either my hero or the stupidest man on earth.”

	“I think the latter might be accurate.”

	“You’ve definitely got cajones of steel, my friend.” 

	Gray glanced at Gillian. He didn’t like lying, but he knew Gillian was right. If this was going to work, it had to stay between the two of them.

	“She there?” asked Cooper.

	“Sitting across from me. Yes.”

	“Downstairs or upstairs?”

	Gray rolled his eyes. “We’re having coffee in the kitchen.”

	“You clothed?”

	Gray sighed. “No, we’re both sitting here in our birthday suits. Of course we’re clothed. Why?”

	“Just checking before I knock.”

	Just then there was a banging on the back door and they both turned to see Cooper standing on the deck, cell phone in hand. He waved at them through the glass.

	Grayson hung up the phone. “You ready for this?”

	“Don’t have much of a choice, do I?”

	“If our little show last night didn’t attract the right attention, then the next best way is to get our dalliance out there in the open.”

	“And Cooper won’t be able to keep his mouth shut, will he?”

	“Not about this he won’t. He’ll make it his personal mission to ensure you stay alive and prove there’s no curse.”

	“I’m all for that,” she said, preparing herself. “Then by all means, let him in.”

	Grayson stood and walked to the back door. He flipped the lock, and Cooper opened it. He picked up a bag at his feet. “This must have been left outside.” He held Gillian’s purse with her notebook and recorder. He walked inside and handed it to Gray. “Guess you were otherwise occupied.”

	“Thanks,” said Gray. “Come on in,” he said, but Copper had already stepped inside. He made his way to the kitchen. “Good morning, Miss Fletcher.” He pulled a mug from a cabinet and helped himself to some coffee.

	“Good morning, Cooper,” she said. Gray returned to the table and sat.

	Cooper carried his coffee and took the seat beside her. “I hope you don’t mind me popping in,” he smiled. “I’m just so curious about the interview.” He smiled. “How did it go?”

	Gillian caught Gray’s eyes. “The interview went very well, thanks,” she said.

	“I take it he answered your questions?”

	“Every one of them.”

	“Really?” He leaned forward. “Did you reveal all your secrets?”

	Gray drank from his coffee. He decided not to delay this conversation. “She knows, if that’s what you’re asking.”

	Cooper’s eyes widened. He raised his cup to Gillian. “Then I admire your courage,” he said. “You decided after one interview that he’s worth the risk?”

	Gillian raised a brow. “Not that what happened last night is any of your business, but I think the curse is nonsense and I’m quite sure I’ll still be alive three, four, and many more days after last night. And, yes.” She reached over and rested her fingers over Gray’s. “I think he’s worth the risk.” She glanced back at Cooper. “Don’t you?”

	Cooper paused as if sizing her up. Coming to his own decision, he sat back in his seat. “I’ll call someone today,” he said.

	“Call who?” she asked.

	“Someone to keep an eye on you,” said Cooper.

	“What for?”

	“Because, my dear. We’re going to make sure that you get from day three to four intact.” He flicked a finger toward Gray. “We’re going to prove to him that there is no curse.”

	“This person is reliable?” asked Gray.

	“One of the best,” said Cooper.

	“What, I’m going to have a bodyguard?” asked Gillian.

	Cooper rested an elbow on the table. “Since you find my friend here so desirable, then yes, for the next three days, consider yourself Fort Knox.”

	“I only need to be watched on day three.”

	“I like to be thorough.”

	She played along. “You really think it’s necessary?”

	Cooper shrugged. “That’s up to him.”

	Gray didn’t hesitate. “Yes. I think it’s necessary.”

	“He should have an easy job,” said Gillian. “All I’m going to do is sit in my hotel room and work on the article.”

	“No,” said Gray.

	“No?” asked Gillian and Cooper at the same time.

	Gray didn’t want her outside of his house, and he didn’t stop to think about it. “I want you to stay here.”

	“What?” asked Gillian. She hadn’t expected this.

	“I think he wants to keep you in his sights, Miss Fletcher,” said Cooper. His mouth turned up. “Among other things.”

	Grayson ignored Cooper. “I don’t want you in that hotel room by yourself.” That much was true. “I want to know you’re safe.”

	“But I will be safe.”

	Grayson moved his hand and put it over hers. “Just humor me, okay?” he asked. “I’ll feel a lot better if you stay close for the next three days.”

	She held his look and blushed. The boundary between real and pretend seemed hazy. “I just need to get my things from the room and check out. I can be back here this afternoon.” She checked the clock on the wall. “In fact, I should go soon. My editor is going to want to hear from me.”

	“You go straight to the hotel, clean up, pack your stuff, check out, and come back,” said Gray. “Don’t dawdle.” He thought about it. “In fact, I’ll come with you.”

	“Nonsense.” She took the last sip of coffee and stood. “You’re worrying too much. I’ll be fine. Besides,” she looked at Cooper. “I’ll have protection, right?”

	Cooper pulled out his cell. “Within the hour.” He stood and went to make his phone call.

	Gillian picked up her purse, found her shoes and slipped them on as Gray walked with her to the front door. “Give me ten minutes,” he said.

	She put her hand on his wrist. “Relax. Remember, if the curse is to be blamed, then nothing will happen until day three. Going to the hotel and back is not an issue.”

	“I want to go with you.”

	“It’s better you stay. Talk to Cooper. Keep up the story.”

	He hesitated, but then nodded his head. “All right. But I’ll feel better when you’re back.”

	“You’re sure you want me to stay here?” she asked. “I mean it’ll be easier to get to me if I’m alone.”

	“No killer in their right mind, especially one who knows me, would believe for one second that I would let you walk around unprotected. Especially if I…”

	“If you what?” she asked.

	He debated how to answer. “We have to make it look like I’m falling for you, right? Well, that won’t play if I let you go back to an empty hotel room and leave you vulnerable.”

	She nodded. “You know, you’re getting pretty good at this sleuth thing. You’re going to come off as Perry Mason in this article.”

	He smiled but still looked anxious. “You get through the third day and you can call me Donald Duck for all I care.”

	She smiled and stepped up close to Gray, who was all too aware that Cooper was watching. “I’ll be back soon,” she said. Leaning in, she kissed him. He hadn’t expected it, but he didn’t show it as his surprise disappeared and he kissed her back. They held the kiss for a few seconds before she pulled away.

	He watched her walk down the front steps, get into her car, and leave.

	 

	


CHAPTER ELEVEN

	 

	GRAY BARELY HAD the door shut before Cooper spoke. “Do you know what the hell you’re doing?”

	Gray returned to the kitchen and sat back at the table. He rested his forehead in his hand. “I have no idea what I’m doing.” That answer, he felt, was mostly true.

	“You want to tell me how this happened?”

	“No,” Gray said, sitting up. “I don’t.”

	“Don’t hold back on me, buddy. You can’t imagine my shock this morning when I go outside for a run and see her car still out front.”

	“Since when do you run?”

	“Since this morning. It’s great for the lungs, as well as spying on your friends.”

	Gray huffed. “I need to call the realtor. It’s time for me to move.”

	“Hey, I’m not saying this isn’t a good thing. She’s hot.”

	“Cooper…”

	“Wait. Let me finish. She’s hot. She’s smart. She’s got a job, and I think she likes you.”

	His mind returned to the passionate kiss on the porch. “After last night, I’d say she does.”

	“I’m just curious, though. What made you go through with it? I mean after what happened with Marilyn, I figured you’d turn down a young, half-dressed Sophia Loren whispering in your ear all the dirty things she wanted to do to you.”

	“Believe me, I hadn’t planned on this.”

	“What changed your mind? Was it the booze? You opened that bottle of wine, didn’t you?”

	Grayson didn’t know whether Cooper was his best friend or worst enemy. He knew he would not let up until he got the information he wanted. “I opened it. The interview…” He thought back. “Well, I told her about Angela, Erin, and Amy.”

	“No shit. No wonder you opened the wine. How’d she take it?”

	“Like you.” Gray sipped his coffee. “Doesn’t believe in any curse.”

	“Is she going to write about it?”

	Gray considered his answer. He couldn’t tell Cooper what Gillian planned for her article. “I don’t know. Maybe,” he said.

	“You okay with that?”

	“I don’t know. She won’t print it unless I give approval, so we’ll see what she comes up with.”

	“And then what happened?”

	Gray shot him an irritated glance “You don’t give up do you?”

	“How long have you known me?”

	Grayson conceded. “Point taken.”

	“Thank you. And then what happened?”

	“After the interview, we went down on the beach. We both had wine then. We argued about the validity of the curse.”

	“That sounds like you and me.”

	“Yes. But I wouldn’t be convinced.”

	“I know.”

	“We came back up to the house. Drank more wine. Started talking instead of interviewing. She told me a little about herself.” His conversation with her replayed in his mind and he recalled the easy feel of it. “Anyway, we were on the balcony, and she was close, and she mentioned leaving, and then we were kissing.” He groaned and closed his eyes. “I don’t know what happened but suddenly we were all over each other.”

	Cooper shook his head. “I didn’t think I would ever say this,” he pointed his finger at Grayson, “but you’re Batman.”

	Gray opened his eyes. “More like the Joker. I can’t believe I’ve done this again.”

	“Don’t be so hard on yourself. She went into this with her eyes wide open.” Cooper thought for a second. “You mind if I ask you a question?”

	“What?”

	“Do you trust her?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Like you said. She’s a reporter. You barely know her. How do you know she’s not just sniffing out a juicy story about the playboy recluse who’s living under a curse? She gets you into bed and then writes about how she did it. It’d make a hell of headline.”

	Gray leaned in with his elbows on the table. “If there’s not a curse and she’s alive and well in four days, then I’ll deal with the article, whatever it is.”

	“Never mind the article. It’s you I’m thinking of.”

	“Me? Why?”

	“You’re falling for her.”

	Gray grunted but Cooper continued. “If she writes shit about you, approval or not, it’s you who’s gonna take the hard hit.” He paused. “And that may be worse than any supposed curse.”

	Cooper’s words sunk in, and Gray understood his concern. “I guess I’ll just have to take that chance.”

	Cooper’s face tightened. “If that’s what she does to you, then God help her if I get a hold of her. She’ll be lucky to write a story about beetle dung and its anti-aging properties.”

	 

	**

	 

	Gillian packed her bag and looked around the room. She had showered and made the necessary phone calls. She’d explained where she was and had spent the next half hour arguing over the situation, her decision, and the potential repercussions. In the end, she hadn’t backed down, and they’d conceded the three extra days. They had little choice. Their only other option would have been to drag her back home against her will, but past attempts at that had all proven unsuccessful, so they were left only with Gillian’s stubborn insistence to see this through. 

	She zipped her bag, slung her purse over her shoulder, and pulled her tote with her laptop up next to her suitcase. She’d checked out fifteen minutes earlier and paid the bill. She stood for a moment as she pondered the next few days at Grayson’s. Her mind had not stilled since waking that morning, and she found it difficult to focus. The thought of being so close to him over the ensuing seventy-two hours made her heart skip. The curse seemed a distant worry compared to what it would be like when she had to move on and leave Grayson Steele behind. She’d not mentioned her feelings to those she’d called and hoped she’d managed to keep it concealed. If they believed she was personally involved, then they probably would drag her away kicking and screaming. An image of Grayson smiling at her appeared in her head at the same time as a bright yellow caution sign flared and Gray’s face faded. Her stomach clenched when she realized that it was a sign to heed. Usually, she paid attention to those signs. But, despite the warning, she made up her mind to continue, picked up her bags, and left the hotel.

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER TWELVE

	 

	GILLIAN SAT AT her laptop and typed. She paused for a moment to think and then resumed her typing. She was glad for the distraction. It was her second day at the house, and the energy required to keep her distance from the man who offered her the safety of his home far outweighed any energy expended worrying about any impending threat against her life. Her mind drifted as she thought again about last night. In order to keep up appearances, they’d spent a good part of the day inside, although they’d kept their distance from each other, as if the slightest touch would re-engage the spark from their first night together. She’d worked on her computer, and he’d read a book, or at least tried to. After a while, they both felt cabin fever, and he invited her out with him and Max for a little Frisbee catch. She welcomed the opportunity. They spent the next two hours walking and playing with Max. They talked, threw sticks to the dog who bounded through the water to chase them, and threw the Frisbee. The calm weather, despite the heavy waves, made the storm watch posted seem futile, as if they spoke to a bored audience. They held hands on the way back to make it look like they were a couple, but the action had made her uncomfortable—this game was going to cost her more than she was prepared to give. She worked hard to control her escalating emotions. She had no idea what it was that made her react to him that way. She understood her attraction to him but had to believe that it would pass. It was not uncommon to develop an attachment to someone during a story, especially one as dramatic as his. But as time went by, the attraction only increased. And by the amount of energy she felt coming from him, she felt confident that his emotions were just as turbulent. The moment they’d returned to the house, he’d dropped her hand and offered to make dinner. Since the man did not cook, she knew he’d needed an outlet to use as a distraction. 

	He’d made spaghetti, but did not open any wine. They sat at the dining table and ate a quiet meal. They’d talked a little about the plan and the car out front with a man inside it watching the house. The protection she’d arranged was also in place. When he asked where that protection was, she could only tell him she didn’t know. His reaction had been less than ideal, but she’d assured him that if she didn’t know where her protection was, then neither did the killer. The answer appeared to satisfy him long enough for them to clean the dishes. 

	Afterward, they went upstairs and to their separate rooms. They both knew it was better not to re-enact another kissing scene on the porch and to anyone observing, it would seem as if they’d retired upstairs after their meal. Since neither of them had slept well the first night, going to bed early had seemed like a good idea. Although, she thought, as she took her fingers off the laptop keyboard, she hadn’t slept any better the second night.

	Now, as she stared at the screen, she began to wish it was already day three, just so she could think of something else other than him.

	“How’s the writing going?” His unexpected voice startled her. “Sorry,” he said. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

	“It’s okay. Guess I was just concentrating.”

	“Can I read any of it?” He came up behind her, and she closed her laptop.

	“Nope. Not until I’m done.”

	“Not even a page?”

	“No. Sorry. I’m not a writer who shares. Nobody reads anything until I’ve got it all down.”

	“You can’t write too much until we see what happens tomorrow.”

	“I can get a head start.”

	“I guess.” He paced behind her chair.

	“Relax. Everything is going to be fine.”

	“Sorry. As we get closer, I’m getting more restless.”

	She tapped her computer. “You know. I’m thinking we need to get out tomorrow. Not hang out in the house.”

	“What for?”

	“It makes it easier for someone to get to me.”

	“We don’t want anyone to get to you.”

	“We don’t want anyone to succeed in getting to me. There’s a difference. But if we’re going to catch him, we have to give him access.”

	He moaned. “This is ridiculous.” He stopped pacing. “I can’t believe we’re talking about someone trying to kill you.”

	“It is a little surreal, isn’t it? I admit, it makes me a little nervous.”

	“Does it?” he asked. “I can’t tell. You look as cool as a winter breeze.”

	“Looks can be deceiving.”

	He sat down beside her. “You still want to go through with this?”

	A whisper of doubt crept up her spine, but she pushed it back. “Yes. Of course. We’ve gotten this far. It’s silly to stop now.”

	He leaned close. “You know you can stop if you want. You won’t get any argument from me.”

	“I know. But I’m not backing out.”

	“If you change your mind—”

	“I won’t.”

	He stopped questioning her and tried to change the subject. “So, you enjoying your stay at Grayson manor?”

	She smiled. “It’s quiet, but the company’s good.”

	He relaxed at her comment. “I’m glad I’m entertaining.”

	“I was talking about Max.”

	He narrowed his eyes. “Funny.”

	“Sorry. You walked right into that one.”

	“I did.” He paused and looked at his watch. “You hungry?”

	“Not just yet. But soon.”

	“Good, because we’ve been invited to dinner.”

	“We have? By whom?”

	“Cooper. He wants us to come over.”

	“Really?”

	“You all right with that? I can decline if you want.”

	She didn’t see a reason not to go. In fact, a night out of the house without the need to avoid each other sounded appealing. “No. I don’t mind. Who will be there?”

	“Not sure exactly. I think Fran and Stu are still in town. I doubt Kenny will attend.”

	She hesitated. “You realize we’ll likely be having dinner with your stalker.”

	He hung his head. “You would have to say that, wouldn’t you?”

	“Sorry. I’m not saying it to upset you.”

	He raised his head. “I know.” He chewed his thumb. “But now I’m not so hungry.”

	“Would you rather stay here and cook?”

	That got his attention. “God, no. I’d rather have an expensive catered meal with my stalker then subject myself and you to another one of my meals.”

	“Your food has been fine.”

	“Overcooked steaks and undercooked spaghetti. Delicious.”

	“You’re overly critical.”

	“Maybe. But admit it, an overpriced meal served by someone else with some good wine sounds good, doesn’t it?”

	“I admit, it does.” She stopped when she considered another issue. “I think it’s a good idea to go. If one of your friends is your bad guy, then what better way to draw them out? But, it begs the question…”

	“What question?”

	“How do you want to play it?”

	“Play it?” He looked unsure. “Oh, you mean us?”

	“Yes.” She held her breath. She didn’t know how she would get through a meal with him with his hand on her thigh, or with them touching throughout the visit.

	“I think we play it cool,” he said. “They know me too well. I’m not the kind of guy who flaunts his girlfriend at a dinner party. That’s Coop’s style. I say we just go and get something to eat. Have some light conversation, and then leave.”

	She almost breathed an audible sigh of relief. “And what about the curse?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“They all know about it. Cooper has likely filled them in on us. It might come up.”

	“We’ll deal with it if we need to. Until then, let’s just enjoy our meal. God knows what’s going to happen tomorrow and I’d like to be able to get out of here and not dwell on it tonight. That’s probably why Cooper planned this in the first place.”

	She could feel his worry and couldn’t disagree they could both use the distraction. “Okay. Then let’s go have dinner.”

	He nodded his head. “We’ll leave in an hour.”

	“I’ll be ready.”

	 

	**

	 

	Sixty minutes later, they stepped out of the back door and closed it behind them. Max popped his head out the dog door. “No, Max,” said Gray. “You’re staying here. Go back inside.” Max gave a tilt of his head as they walked down the stairs but then retreated back into the house.

	“Poor Max,” said Gillian. “Coop wouldn’t want him to come?”

	“Have you seen Coop’s house? It’s no place for a scruffy dog with wet, sandy paws who needs a bath.”

	“I can’t argue with that,” said Gillian.

	They walked down the pathway that led to Cooper’s home. The sun was going down and the sunset lit up the sky with hues of orange, yellow, and pink. They admired the view. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” asked Gillian.

	“It is,” said Gray, although his mind wondered just where they’d be in twenty-four hours. He could only hope that they would both be able to admire the sunset again. He shook his head and tried not to dwell on morbid thoughts. They reached Coop’s stairs and walked up. He couldn’t help but notice how the light reflected on Gillian’s skin. She wore a long, loose dress with a fitted top and spaghetti straps. Her shoulders looked soft and supple, and he imagined what it would feel like to kiss them. He groaned silently. Between potential murder scenarios and the beautiful woman he was pretending to sleep with, he didn’t know if he’d get through another day of this. He could only give silent thanks that this charade would be over tomorrow.

	Gray and Gillian walked up onto the deck. “There they are,” said Cooper. He sat on his white outside living room couch with a drink in his hand, and Fran sat with him. “Come on over, you two.”

	Gillian and Gray made their way over and sat down. A server appeared out of nowhere. “What will you two have?” asked Cooper.

	“Glass of white wine, please,” said Gillian.

	“Vodka tonic,” said Gray. He hadn’t touched the hard stuff since Marilyn’s death, but he felt the distinct need for it now. The server disappeared with their orders. Gillian sat next to Cooper and Gray next to Fran. The warm summer breeze blew, and Gray allowed himself to relax. He didn’t know how this evening would play out, but he decided he would do his best to enjoy it. He glanced at Gillian who appeared to be doing the same.

	“Where’s Stu?” asked Gray.

	Fran had sat quiet at their arrival. “Upstairs. On the phone. He’ll be down in a minute.”

	“How long are you two staying?” asked Gray.

	“Stu has to leave tonight. He’s opening a new location next week and he’s got some sort of equipment crisis. I’m leaving tomorrow night. I have to get back to my own work.”

	“Gray tells me you’re an interior designer,” said Gillian. “Where do you work?”

	“I’m at Templeton Designs, in Manhattan.”

	“Sounds impressive. Do you do residential or commercial?” she asked.

	“Residential.”

	“Fran helped design this place,” said Coop. “And she just finished Sydney’s Marquis’s pad on the upper west side.”

	“Who?” Gray asked.

	“She’s the actress and singer. She won a Golden Globe this year,” said Gillian.

	“You know your celebrities,” said Fran.

	“I’m a fan.”

	Fran eyed her. “Read all the gossip mags, do you?”

	Gray met Gillian’s gaze. The drinks arrived and the subject thankfully changed. Gillian took her glass of wine and sipped from it.

	A voice from inside the house caught their attention. “Thanks, Jenkins.” Stu stepped outside as he grabbed a drink from a waiter. “Sorry I’m late.” He sat on the other side of Fran. “Did I miss anything?”

	“We just got here,” said Grayson.

	Stuart slung his arm behind Fran. “Good.” He nodded at Gillian. “Nice to see you again.”

	“You too. Fran says you’re about to open another location?”

	Stuart sipped his drink. “She did, huh?” He smiled. “Yeah. It’s my ninth. It always comes with its headaches though.” He looked at his watch. “I’m catching the last flight out tonight.”

	“Ninth location?” asked Gray. “That’s great, Stu.”

	A server arrived and placed a tray of nuts, veggies, and a side of hummus on the table. Stuart reached for a cashew. “Well, it ain’t Stone and Steele, but it’s a start.”

	“It’s more than a start, Stuart,” said Cooper. “You’ve always had a head for business.”

	Stuart’s eyebrows arched. “Really? Since when have you thought that?”

	Cooper grabbed some peanuts. “We’ve always thought that.”

	Grayson chimed in. “You’ve opened nine locations. You don’t do that without knowing what you’re doing.”

	Stuart shot back his drink. “And to think I did it without any help from you two.” He dropped his empty glass on the table. “Jenkins!” he yelled. “I’ll have another.”

	Cooper and Gray made eye contact but didn’t say anything.

	“Stuart,” Fran said. “Slow it down.”

	Stuart raised his arm off the back of the couch and leaned forward. He sighed. “Sorry.” He raised his head. “I’m just stressed. Don’t mean to take it out on you guys.”

	“Don’t worry about it,” said Cooper. “This night is about having some fun and letting our hair down.” He took a breath and let it out. “It seems we could all use it.”

	Gray nodded. “Agreed.”

	Footsteps on the deck stairs made them all look toward the noise. “Hey, you’re here,” Cooper said to an arriving couple. “Come on over.” A man and woman of similar age stepped on to the patio and approached. Cooper stood. “Greg, Sandy, this is Gillian Fletcher.” Gillian stood and greeted the new arrivals. “And this is Grayson Steele.” Gray shook hands with them. “And you remember Stu and Fran?”

	Stu waved and Fran nodded. “Hey, Greg,” said Stu.

	“Stuart,” said Greg. He looked at Gray. “I don’t suppose you remember me.” He sat down on a white patio chair and Sandy took a seat beside him.

	Grayson searched his memory. “Sorry. I can’t place it. Have we met?”

	“Try high school,” said Cooper.

	“High school?” asked Gray.

	Stuart grunted, and Fran elbowed him.

	“I’m Greg Huffy.” He gave the server his drink request. “But you might better remember me as H cube.”

	A faint memory flashed in Grayson’s mind of a skinny kid with a high-pitched whiny laugh. The memory flared when he recalled that they’d nicknamed the kid Hairy Hyena Huffy when they’d noticed in gym class that he had hair on his back. The name had morphed into H cubed, and by the time they’d become seniors, simply to H cube. He shut his eyes at the memory. “Yes, I remember,” he said. “How are you?” He felt his cheeks warm in embarrassment.

	“Greg has a house half a mile from here,” said Cooper. “Can you believe that?” He took a swig of his drink. “He came to the party the other night. I couldn’t believe it was him.”

	“Neither can I,” said Gray. He found himself tongue-tied. “About the nickname…”

	“H cube,” said Stuart.

	Greg eyed Stuart but then addressed Grayson. “Forget it. That was years ago.” He popped a piece of broccoli in his mouth.

	Grayson caught Gillian’s eye. This dinner party was becoming more interesting as the players revealed themselves. Her look suggested she thought the same thing. “So,” he said, sipping his drink. “How long have you lived out here?”

	“We don’t live here. It’s just a summer house. Sandy and I spend most of our time in Manhattan.”

	“We have a townhome in Chelsea,” said Sandy. “I love the city. Don’t you?” She had a southern twang.

	“Yes,” said Gillian. “But the beach is lovely too.”

	“Yes,” Fran said. “I’m sure you’ve enjoyed Gray’s house for the short time you’ve been here.” Her facial expression remained passive. Gillian stayed quiet.

	“You’re right about that,” said Sandy. “The beach is beautiful.” She touched Greg’s knee. “When I can get him away from work, we try and get down here to relax.”

	“What is it you do, Greg?” Gillian asked.

	“Be careful,” said Fran. “She’s a reporter. Don’t spill any secrets.”

	Greg smiled. “I’ll keep that in mind. I’m in commercial real estate. I buy and sell properties all along the Atlantic coast.”

	“That’s fantastic,” Cooper said.

	“Really?” asked Stuart. Jenkins brought him another drink and Stuart took a sip. “You must own a lot of it.”

	“Well, I own some, but it’s not as exciting as Stone and Steele Enterprises,” he said. “You two have made quite a name for yourselves.”

	“We were lucky,” said Gray.

	“The hell we were. You and I worked our asses off to get where we are,” said Cooper.

	“But you climbed fast,” said Greg. “Most never get that far.” He dunked a carrot in the hummus. “I’d call that luck.”

	“Luck is only persistence disguised,” Gray said. He glanced at Stuart. “Looks like we were all lucky.” Stuart didn’t say anything.

	Greg smiled at Sandy and took her hand. “I know I was. I’ve been blessed.”

	Fran scoffed under her breath. “Haven’t we all…” She waved down a server and requested another drink.

	“So, you two still keep in touch with everyone?” asked Greg. “I saw Ken at the party. Is he coming tonight?”

	“I invited him,” said Cooper.

	“You did?” Gray asked.

	“Yes. I figured we should at least try and reconcile. We’ve known each other too long to hold grudges.” He flagged down Jenkins for another drink.

	“Somehow, I doubt he sees it that way,” said Gray.

	“What?” said Fran. She finished the remnants of her wine. “You three lovebirds have a fight?”

	Stuart chuckled.

	Nobody answered her until Cooper spoke. “He’s still pissed with Gray. Plus, we had a slight disagreement over Marilyn.”

	“Marilyn?” asked Greg. “Marilyn Horn? I remember her.”

	“She was hard to forget,” said Cooper.

	“Developed early, as I recall,” said Greg.

	Cooper grinned. “Yes. She did.”

	Greg reached for another carrot, “How is she?”

	Nobody answered and Fran took advantage of the ensuing silence. “She’s dead.”

	Greg stopped in mid-chew. “She’s what?”

	“Oh, my,” Sandy said. “What happened?”

	“Drowned,” said Fran. “Right, Gray?” Jenkins brought a wine bottle and refreshed her drink.

	“Come on, Fran,” Cooper said. “Maybe you should hold off on the booze, huh?” Fran shot him an annoyed look but kept her mouth shut. Cooper answered Greg. “She drowned not far from here. Coroner ruled it accidental.”

	Gray tried to relax the grip on his glass. “He did?”

	“Yeah, he did,” said Stuart.

	“Ridiculous,” said Fran under her breath. She sipped her drink.

	“Yes,” said Cooper. “Kenny called and told me this morning. She had alcohol in her system. That’s when I told him to come by tonight if he wanted.”

	“Hell…I didn’t know,” said Gray.

	Cooper leaned forward. “What? Were you expecting it to be murder?”

	“I’m sure he was,” said Stuart. He chewed a stuffed mushroom. 

	“Come on, Gray,” said Cooper. “We all know Marilyn had troubles.”

	“I know,” said Gray. He didn’t want to dwell on Marilyn’s death or his possible role in it. “You think Ken will come over?”

	“Don’t worry about it. I’d be surprised if he did. But he was apologetic on the phone. Said he may have overreacted when he talked to you.”

	“Poor Marilyn,” Greg said. “She was so young.”

	“I guess that’s why we should all live to the fullest while we still can,” said Sandy. “You just never know when your time’s up.”

	“Sometimes you do,” said Fran. She swirled her wine. Gray felt the hairs stand up on his skin, and he could see Gillian tense.

	“When do we eat, Coop? I’m starving,” asked Gray. He tried to assure Gillian with his eyes.

	“Good question. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll go check on our progress.” He directed a pointed stare toward Fran. “Why don’t you join me, Fran?”

	“What for?” she asked. “Maria’s in there. William too. You’ve got plenty of help.”

	“Maybe he wants your recipe for bitch soup,” said Stu, flatly.

	Fran glared at him. “Shut up, Stuart.”

	Cooper held out his hand. “I insist.” She hesitated but stood and took it and walked into the house with him. The mood lightened the moment she left.

	“So,” said Gillian, looking at Sandy, “tell me where you’re from. I detect a Southern accent.” The two women began an easy conversation about Sandy’s Texas roots as Gray and Greg discussed the political climate and the time passed. Stuart chimed in as well and they managed to maintain a polite conversation. It wasn’t long before Cooper came out and announced that dinner was ready and asked them to join him at the dining table. They all stood and went inside. Gillian took a seat next to Gray, with Sandy, Greg, and Fran across from them and Stuart and Cooper at the ends of the table.

	Their drinks were refilled and Cooper made a toast to friendship and then the servers appeared with the various courses. The first was a light consommé soup, then a dinner salad served with pecans and apples and a light wildflower dressing. The main course was a tender rack of lamb with mint jelly, followed by a delicious dessert of crème brûlee. At the end of the meal, Gillian held her belly, exclaiming the food had been excellent. Gray was pleased they had all managed to talk without any mention of death or curses. Fran had even held her end of the light conversation without shooting a single malevolent look at Gillian. Fran and Sandy had discussed various styles of design, and Cooper, Stuart, and Greg had talked of potential opportunities in the real estate market. Gray and Gillian listened and contributed their own insights into the ongoing dialogue.

	Dessert finished and the conversation ebbing, Cooper stood. “How about we move outside for a little after dinner drink?”

	“I don’t know how I can eat or drink another thing, Cooper,” said Gillian. Their drinks had been refreshed throughout the meal and it was obvious the group was feeling the effects. Stuart was telling a bawdy joke to Greg, and Sandy giggled when she rose from her chair. Fran swayed slightly as she stood, and Gillian’s face was flushed from the alcohol. Grayson felt a little hazy, and he laughed at Stuart’s joke. Only Cooper seemed unfazed, other than his raised voice when he spoke.

	“Ah, Miss Fletcher,” said Cooper. “No meal is complete without a nice dessert wine to finish it off. Right, Gray?” 

	Gray smiled in agreement. “He’s right, Gillian. And Cooper only buys the best. It’s worth a sip or two.”

	They walked out on the patio and sat down.

	“I can remember when you two were less discriminating,” said Fran. She smiled and wobbled as she took her seat, grabbing the armrest for support.

	“Me too,” said Stuart. He slapped Grayson on the back.

	“All of us were,” Cooper said, smiling. Jenkins brought him a glass of dark liquid and he took it. “We’d buy the cheapest stuff and drink it behind the bleachers after the football games.” He raised his drink. “Thanks, Jenkins.”

	Jenkins nodded and served the others.

	“Drink it and smoke it,” said Fran.

	“Don’t remind me,” said Grayson, taking his glass of port wine.

	“I miss those days,” Stuart said. “We had a hell of a lot of fun.”

	“You guys were always considered the cool kids,” said Greg. He took Sandy’s hand. “Everybody wanted to be you.”

	“They did?” asked Gray. “What was so special about us?” The breeze picked up, and he took a deep breath. It helped to clear his head. “We were just a bunch of dumb high school kids.”

	“You really don’t know, do you?” Greg asked. 

	The doorbell rang but nobody acknowledged it. They knew Cooper’s staff would answer.

	“Know what?” asked Fran.

	“You guys were idolized in school. Everyone wanted to hang out with you. You did everything everyone told us not to do and got away with it. You never got in trouble and you still excelled in school. Other kids either loved or hated you.”

	“I was idolized in high school?” asked Stuart, leaning forward. “That’s news to me. I thought everybody hated us.”

	Grayson listened to Greg’s revelations in surprise. “Which one were you? Did you love us or hate us?”

	Greg stared at the port wine he’d been given. “People called me H cube for three years because of you guys.” He sipped at his drink. “What do you think?”

	Nobody responded.

	Stuart broke the silence. “Come on, Greg. So you got pegged with a lousy nickname. Hell, Charlie Brant called me needle-dick for two years.”

	“Until you yanked his drawers down in front of the cheerleading squad,” said Coop.

	“Then we all knew who the true needle-dick was.” Stuart chuckled and the others couldn’t help but smile.

	“At least you were able to exact some revenge,” said Greg, and the group quieted.

	“Hell,” said Cooper, fiddling with his glass “I had no idea we were such assholes.”

	“Who was an asshole?” 

	They looked up to see Kenny standing at the door to the patio. Franklin stood with him. “I hope you don’t mind, Mr. Stone,” said Franklin. “He said he was invited.”

	“I thought you were done for the day, Franklin.”

	“Just finishing up some last minute paperwork, sir.”

	“Then come join us for an after dinner drink. And yes, I invited Kenny.” He patted the seat next to him. “Come on over, Ken. Have a seat. Pull up a chair, Franklin.”

	“No, sir. I should be going.”

	“It’s late, Frank. It’s an hour’s drive back. Just stay here tonight. I’ve got plenty of room.”

	“That would be imposing, Mr. Stone.”

	“Sit down and shut up, would you?”

	“Yeah, Frank. Sit down and shut up,” said Kenny. He sat down heavily next to Cooper. They all looked at him with disbelief.

	“Are you drunk, Ken?” asked Fran.

	Kenny shook his head. “No way. Just had a few beers down at Smiley’s.” He grabbed an offered glass of port and slugged it back.

	“You might want to take your time with that,” Cooper said. “You might actually taste it if you do.”

	“Tastes just fine,” said Ken. He stared back at Franklin. “Grab a chair, Gallagher. Sit your butt down.”

	Franklin’s face carried the distinct look of distaste at Kenny’s reference toward him, but he turned and found a chair and sat. A server offered Franklin some port, and he took it. Cooper introduced the new guests to everyone, and Kenny squinted at Greg and blurted out. “H Cube? Is that you?”

	“Shit,” said Grayson. He grimaced. “Sorry, Greg.”

	“Hey. Don’t apologize. Some things never change.”

	“He doesn’t mean anything by it,” said Fran. “He’s drunk.”

	Greg was not appeased. “I guess that excuses everything, doesn’t it?”

	Kenny couldn’t seem to sit still. “What’s your problem, H?” He reached up and accepted another drink from a passing server.

	“Shut up, Kenny,” said Gray.

	Kenny looked over as if he had just noticed Grayson. “Like I need a lecture from you, Steele.”

	“Kenny, pull it together. I thought we were past this,” said Cooper.

	“Past what, Coop?” He waved his hand, and his drink spilled and port wine splattered on the white couch. “How you and your best friend over here can shit on all the rest of us and get away with it?”

	Franklin put his drink down and stood.

	“Calm down, Kenny,” said Fran. “Nobody likes a drunk and disorderly police officer.”

	“Oh, come on, Fran,” said Kenny, standing as well. “How can you sit there and act so sweet, when all the while this fool is sitting in that damn house of his drooling all over some new tramp.”

	“Wait a minute,” said Gray. He stood at the same time as Cooper. Gillian stayed quiet.

	“Take it easy, Kenny,” said Stuart, sitting forward. “You’re getting everyone all riled up.”

	Kenny took another slug of what remained in his glass.

	“You’ve had enough,” Fran said.

	“I’m just getting started.” He eyed Fran. “You’re just pissed because I said it and you didn’t.”

	“You need to leave, Ken,” said Cooper. “Now.”

	Kenny put his empty glass down. “Fine. I’ll leave. But you should know something.” He turned and faced Gillian but pointed at Gray. “That man is going to get you killed. You won’t live long enough to see the moon rise tomorrow.”

	“Kenny!” said Gray.

	Kenny leaned in toward Gillian and almost lost his balance, but Franklin was there in an instant and grabbed him at the same time as Cooper and they hauled him back and away from Gillian.

	“That’s enough,” said Cooper. “You’re leaving.” He and Franklin both pulled him off the deck and back into the house.

	Stuart watched them remove Kenny. “This is one hell of a party,” he said. He looked at his watch. “I’m almost sad I have to leave.”

	Gray moved over and sat next to Gillian. “You okay?” he asked.

	Her eyes were wide, but she nodded. “I’m fine,” she said. “He’s just drunk.”

	“He’s an ass. He never should have said that to you.”

	“What was he talking about?” asked Sandy. “Why would he say you would kill her?”

	“It’s nothing,” said Gray. “Just some ugly history between us.”

	“That and the curse,” said Fran. She took a healthy slug of her drink.

	Stuart swore under his breath. “You’re really going to bring that up?”

	“Curse?” Greg asked.

	Grayson muffled his own expletive. Gillian reached over and took his hand. He squeezed her fingers in return.

	Fran stared at their entwined fingers. “Yes. Don’t you know? Grayson is cursed.”

	“That’s ridiculous, Fran, and you know it,” said Gillian.

	Fran scoffed. “Let’s hope so, for your sake.”

	“What curse?” asked Greg.

	“You remember Joanie?” asked Fran.

	Gray moaned and rubbed his face. “Come on, Fran.”

	“Joanie? From high school? Who committed suicide?”

	“Yes. Her mother cursed Gray at the funeral.”

	“What?” Sandy asked. Her eyes widened. “That’s silly.”

	“Exactly,” said Gillian. “It’s absurd.”

	“But true,” said Stuart. He chuckled nervously. “I remember that clear as day. That woman scared the hell out of me.”

	“I heard something about that, but I didn’t believe it,” said Greg. “As I remember Joanie’s mom was known to be a bit unstable.”

	“Well, whatever she did worked,” said Fran.

	Cooper came back onto the patio. “What worked?”

	“Where’s Kenny?” asked Gray.

	“Franklin is driving him home.” He looked at his guests. “I apologize for my friend’s outburst. Especially you, Miss Fletcher. He’s been dealing with a lot lately.” Seeing Gray next to Gillian, he sat down in Gray’s unoccupied seat.

	“I hope he’s okay,” said Sandy.

	“He’ll be fine. So, what are we so ardently discussing?” He grabbed at a handful of nuts left over from earlier and popped one into his mouth.

	“Fran’s telling us that Gray here is cursed,” Sandy said. 

	Cooper stopped chewing. He dropped the nuts on the table and wiped at his hands. “Jesus H. Christ, Fran. Don’t you think you could take one night off from being a stone-cold bitch?”

	Stuart looked up. “Oh, boy.”

	Fran’s lips tightened. “You think you could take one night off from being his supposed sainted protector?” She sat forward in her seat. “Why don’t you tell him the truth?”

	“What are you talking about?” asked Cooper.

	“You’re not the devoted best friend you pretend to be. I know what you’re planning. You want him out. Out of the business. Out of everything.”

	“What the hell are you saying?” Cooper’s voice rose.

	“Stu told me everything.”

	Stuart put a hand on her elbow. “Fran.”

	Fran ignored him and pulled her elbow away. “He told me how you were fed up with Gray’s drama. Tired of all the attention he always gets. Even when he disappears, people want to know where he is. They want to know when’s he coming back, who he’s seeing, who’s handling the business. It’s always about him, and you’re sick of it.”

	“Fran…” Cooper warned, his face stony. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

	“I think I do. You just don’t have the balls to tell him.”

	Cooper stood and shot back. “Just like you don’t have the balls to tell him that you’re still in love with him?”

	Fran’s face went white and she stood. “You are a piece of shit, you know that.”

	“I call ‘em as I see ‘em. And you aren’t exactly sewage free yourself.”

	Fran slammed her almost empty glass down on the table. “Say whatever you want. I don’t care anymore.” She aimed a stony glare at Gillian. “Good luck tomorrow, sweetheart. You’re gonna need it.” Before she left, she caught Grayson’s wide eyes. “And you. You deserve everything you get.” She turned and left the patio, disappearing from view as everyone sat in stunned silence.

	Stuart placed the remains of his port on the table and rose from the couch. “I think that’s my cue.” He nodded at Cooper. “Thanks for a lovely evening.”

	Cooper remained where he stood. His eyes looked like shards of ice. “Feel free to take her with you.”

	Stuart walked toward the door but glanced back. “I think I’d rather be called needle-dick again.”

	Cooper sighed and he closed his eyes. Some of the tension seemed to drain from his shoulders. “Did you say that to Fran? About me?”

	Stuart shrugged. “I may have been a little inebriated at the time. And she may have exaggerated a bit.”

	Cooper shook his head. “Have a good trip, Stu.”

	“I will.” He swiveled toward Gillian. “And contrary to what you may be thinking, I hope everything goes well tomorrow.” He pointed between her and Gray. “You two look good together.”

	“Thanks, Stuart,” said Gillian. “It was nice to see you.”

	“Good night, Stu,” said Gray. Stuart waved and disappeared into the house.

	Greg finally spoke. “You throw a great party.”

	Sandy squeezed his fingers. “You never told me you had such lovely friends in high school.”

	Greg smiled. “Let’s be honest, honey. These people were never my friends.”

	Cooper stared off but after a few seconds acknowledged the group. “I apologize everybody.” He sat and held his head in his hands. “This has been a disaster.”

	Gray released a pent up breath. “You could say that.”

	“Gray,” said Cooper. “I hope you don’t believe any of that.”

	Gray studied his friend’s stricken face. “Is it true?”

	“Of course it isn’t.” Cooper sat up. “I admit. I may have had a few drunk nights where I might have bitched about a few things, but that’s all it was. Just venting.” He looked at Gillian. “I apologize again for what Fran and Kenny said.”

	“Is what she said accurate?” Sandy asked. “About a curse?”

	“No, of course not. Gray’s just had a few tough breaks in his life. He’s lost people he loved.” He picked up his drink and finished it off. “And some people want to blame a stupid curse for things that are just hard to understand or explain.”

	“I know how that can be,” said Greg. “When the unexpected happens, you’ll find any explanation, no matter how bizarre.”

	Sandy’s face turned sad. “You mean you’re half-sister?” she asked. “That was a tragedy.”

	Gillian took advantage of the change in subject. “What happened?” 

	Greg hung his head. “She died unexpectedly a few years ago.”

	“Shocked all of us,” said Sandy. “Such a sweet girl. She and Greg were very close.”

	Greg clasped his hands together. “You may have known her. She used to work for Stone and Steele.”

	“No kidding?” asked Cooper. “Who was she?”

	“Her name was Erin. She worked as an accountant at your firm. She went out for a jog one day and never made it back. She collapsed and died in Central Park.”

	Gray choked on his port. He coughed and tried to catch his breath. “Excuse me,” he said with a cracked voice. He smacked his chest with his hand and still coughing, walked into the house.

	He heard Sandy and Cooper speak from behind him.

	“Is he okay?” asked Sandy.

	Then Cooper’s voice. “You said her name was Erin?”

	Gray walked into the guest bathroom, still coughing, and flipped on the faucet. Gillian followed him in a few seconds later. “You all right?”

	He ran water over his face and took a deep breath before he rose and grabbed a hand towel. “Did you hear that?” he asked. “Erin?” He held the towel against his eyes as if trying to purge the memories. “He’s Erin’s half-brother? Is that what he said?”

	Gillian nodded. “That’s what he said.”

	“Son of a…” He dropped the towel and stared at himself in the mirror. His face was a pasty white. “How is that possible?”

	She cocked an eyebrow. “Coincidence?”

	He watched her through the mirror. “You believe that?”

	“Not really. Do you?”

	He hesitated. “What the hell should I believe?”

	She stared for a second. “That your suspect list just got a little bigger.”

	He took his eyes off hers and regarded his reflection. “Shit.”

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

	 

	MAX POKED HIS head out the dog door and barked. “It’s just us, Max,” said Gray, stepping up onto his patio behind Gillian. Max darted out and jumped up to greet them. Entering the house, Gray walked into the kitchen and dumped some dog food into a bowl. “Here you go.” He ruffled Max’s fur. “Hope you enjoy dinner more than we did.”

	They’d left the party not long after Gray had returned from the bathroom. Gillian had offered the excuse of having to be up early to meet a deadline, and they’d said their goodbyes. The dinner now over, Gray returned the bag of dog food to the pantry as Gillian leaned back against the kitchen counter.

	“Interesting evening,” she said.

	He cocked his head at her. “You think?”

	“What are your thoughts about Greg Huffy?”

	He made a snort under his breath. “A man I haven’t seen in years, who hated us in high school because we tagged him with an awful nickname, all of sudden shows up at Coop’s dinner party?”

	“He seems like a nice guy. So does his wife.”

	He huffed. “They do, but still, what are the odds?” He shook his head. “No. His involvement in any of this doesn’t gel. So we were jerks in high school. I can’t imagine this guy has been stalking me for years because of a nickname. Besides, he certainly wouldn’t kill his half-sister. That makes no sense.” He watched Max eat. “He may have good reason to dislike me, but not kill the women in my life.”

	Gillian didn’t disagree. “Okay. So probably not Greg. But you certainly can’t rule out Kenny.”

	“I suppose it’s possible. But he’s a cop.”

	“So? All the easier for him to make it look accidental.” She pulled up a chair from the breakfast table and sat. “And Fran. She’s a possibility. She certainly doesn’t hide her malice towards me.”

	He rubbed at his neck. “I suspected Fran may have still had a thing for me. I just didn’t realize how deep it went, or how angry she was.”

	“She definitely seemed a bit irrational. And she loves throwing the curse in your face.”

	“I noticed.”

	“And…”

	“And what?”

	“Cooper,” she said. He sighed and looked away. “You can’t ignore what Fran said. That he harbors some sort of resentment toward you.”

	“That doesn’t mean he’s a killer.” He scoffed. “I get that it can be annoying when someone else gets the credit when you’re doing all the work, but that doesn’t make him a murderer.” 

	Gillian didn’t push the issue. “And there’s still Stu.”

	He raised a brow. “He’s leaving for Boston. You think he can kill you from there?”

	“Who says he’s going to Boston? You want to take his word for it? Or Fran’s for that matter? Hell, the two of them could be working together. Besides that, who says they couldn’t hire someone?”

	Gray pushed off the counter in annoyance. “This is ridiculous.” He strode into the living room.

	“What?”

	“That we’re even thinking about this. That we think any of them could do this or even hire someone to do it.” He paced behind the couch.

	“It sounds crazy, I know.”

	“Crazy? It’s beyond crazy.” He stopped and his face dropped.

	“What?” asked Gillian. “What is it?”

	“You know, if we’re being thorough, then there’s someone else you should consider.”

	“Who?”

	“A pretty obvious possibility. Me.”

	She stilled. “You?”

	He threw out his hands. “Yes. Me. If you’re going to suspect my friends, you should suspect me too. I mean, I am the common denominator in all this. How do you know I’m not some psychopath who kills the women he sleeps with?”

	She stared openmouthed. “Are you?”

	Her lack of concern bewildered him. “No,” he said.

	“Good. Now can we get serious, please?” She stood and walked around the side of the couch and sat down. “We’ve got to think about tomorrow.” She looked at her watch. “Which is not far off by the way.”

	Gray moved to sit beside her. “But how do you know?” he asked.

	“How do I know what?”

	“How do you know I’m not a killer? Why do you have such blind faith in me? Other than the interview, you hardly know me.”

	She thought about how to answer. “Because,” she said. “I just do.” Without thinking about it, she reached and took his hand. “I wouldn’t be here if I thought otherwise.”

	He looked down at her fingers entwined with his. “And why are you here?” He squeezed her hand. “Why are you risking your life for me?”

	She swallowed, and her face warmed. “You know why.” She took a breath. “I want the story. I want to catch a killer.”

	Her answer didn’t satisfy him. His thumb traced over the back of her hand. “And that’s all? That’s the only reason? You show up on my doorstep, hassling me for an interview, and what…” He calculated the time in his mind. “…a week later, you’re debating with me as to who might want to kill you because of me?”

	The movement of his thumb distracted her, and she had to make herself think. “Reporters are known to risk their lives for a story.”

	He took a deep breath, and expelled it. “Maybe in a war zone, but this…”

	His proximity began to affect her, but she didn’t back away. “But what?” His touch sent shivers up her arm.

	His blue eyes turned the color of the ocean at night. “I’m just a guy, Gillian. Yeah, maybe I’ve got a little notoriety and I’ve made some money, but who cares?” He leaned closer. “You hear my story and suddenly you’re ready to jump in, head first, when I could be just as dangerous as the rest?”

	She couldn’t stop looking at him. “I told you. You’re not dangerous.”

	His smile made her heart thump. “I’m not?” He pulled on her hand, bringing her closer. “I think, Miss Fletcher, that in this particular moment…” His eyes scanned her face and focused on her mouth. “…I am very dangerous.”

	She didn’t pull away when his lips came down over hers. Immediately, the energy spawned from their first kiss reignited. Eager to feel what they’d felt before, the kiss quickly turned hungry. His mouth opened, and she welcomed the feel of him against her. As the intensity grew, he moved forward and pushed her back against the couch cushions. She let go of his hand to pull him closer. He slid his fingers behind her neck, slanted his lips over hers, and probed her mouth with his tongue, letting it dart in and rub over hers. Her breathing deepened, and she found herself sliding farther down the couch. The kiss grew hotter, and she moaned in his mouth. He lifted himself and shifted and then he was above her. He let his lips graze a hot trail to her neck, and she felt his other hand slide up the curve of her waist and she tried to breathe when she felt his fingers cup her breast over the fabric of her dress. She gasped and arched and slid her leg up over his; she wrapped it around his lower body. She writhed against him, and he pressed into her. She heard him groan, and his mouth burned a path along her neck as she clutched at him. Reaching down, he found the edge of her dress. His palm touched her leg, and he dragged his hot fingers up from her knee to her thigh. He traced his lips along her jaw line and then his mouth was back on hers, capturing her again as his hand moved higher. Desperate to touch him, she pulled his shirttail out of his pants and reached under his shirt. The passion between them escalating fast, they both barely heard the house phone ring. 

	They continued to kiss as the haze that enveloped them drowned out all other stimuli. The ringing persisted, though, and it finally penetrated the fog. Gray pulled up with a muffled curse. The interruption allowed Gillian some respite, and she managed to collect her thoughts long enough to make her brain work. “Maybe you should get that,” she said through a ragged breath. She reluctantly let go of his shirt.

	Looking down at her, he blinked and came back from the edge. He pulled his hand back, and she almost audibly groaned. “Damn it,” he said. “I’m sorry.” She wasn’t sure if he was sorry he had to stop or sorry that he’d started this in the first place. The phone continued to ring, and he stood and picked it up.

	 “What?” he asked. He took a breath to collect himself. “Oh, hey Coop.” He listened for a brief moment. Gillian sat up on the couch and pulled her dress down. “No,” he said, shutting his eyes. “You’re not interrupting anything.” He turned and rested his arm against the wall and hung his head. “Don’t worry about it. I know.” His breath began to return to its normal rhythm. “Tomorrow?” He raised his head. “I’m not going anywhere.” He looked at Gillian. “I’m sticking like glue.” He listened again. “No. That’s fine.” He brought his hand up and he pinched the bridge of his nose. “Yes. I will. I’ll call in the morning. Okay, Coop.” He paused again. “No. I know you didn’t.” He dropped his hand to his hip. “Okay. First thing. Thanks. Goodnight.” He hung up the phone.

	“Anything important?” she asked. Her body still tingled from his touch, but she tried not to show it.

	His eyes raked over her and for a moment, he appeared to consider picking up where he left off. “He, uh, wanted to apologize again about tonight. About what Fran said.” He leaned back against the wall. “And he wanted to ask about tomorrow.”

	“Tomorrow?”

	“He wants your protection closer. He wants me to call when we’re up in the morning and he’ll have Travis join us in the house.”

	“Travis?”

	“He’s one of the guys who’s been sitting in the car out front the last two days. Cooper wants him to shadow you tomorrow.”

	“Shadow me? You mean not leave my side?”

	“Yes.”

	“That’s going to make it hard for someone to get close.”

	“Isn’t that the point?”

	“The point is to catch this guy. Not scare him off.”

	Gray took a deep breath and exhaled. He pushed off the counter and walked back toward the couch but didn’t sit down. “Listen. I realize your need to solve this thing, but please be reasonable. I’m not going to let you go for a walk down the beach unescorted and getting in the car and driving anywhere is out of the question. Besides, the killer, if there’s a killer, knows I’m going to be vigilant. He’s not going to let—”

	Gillian finished the sentence. “—some bodyguard stop him from getting to me?”

	He sighed. “Not if he wants to keep blaming the curse.”

	She considered that. “So, he’ll find a way to separate me from you and Travis.”

	Gray sat, but in the chair across from her. “I don’t know. Maybe. Probably.” He wrung his hands together. “You promise me something.” He narrowed his eyes at her. “Do not go off on your own tomorrow in some stupid attempt to draw this guy out, you understand? You do that, then you’ll have to deal with me. You got it?”

	She smiled, but shivered at the same time and rubbed at her shoulders. As much as she wanted to find the person responsible for making Gray’s life hell, she also didn’t want to die doing it. The magnitude of what she might face tomorrow suddenly made her nervous and the thought of being anywhere alone was the last thing she wanted. The possibility that this guy would try to get to her despite Gray and a bodyguard made this plan lose its allure. “Okay. I hear you,” she said. “No heroics. I promise.”

	“Damn right,” he said. He saw her tense up. “You okay?”

	“Yes. I guess the weight of what might happen is hitting me.” She met his gaze. “Guess I’m a little scared all of a sudden.”

	He paused at her revelation. “I know. So am I.” She could tell he wanted to sit beside her, but he stayed where he was. “You going to be okay tonight?”

	She studied her hands. “What do you mean? Am I going to sleep much? I doubt it.”

	“Me either.” He made a soft smile. “I’d offer to sleep next to you, but I doubt that would lead to any rest.”

	She lifted her head. “Maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad thing.” She heard herself say the words but couldn’t believe she’d said them. She’d never been so forward.

	She swore she heard him groan under his breath. “Believe me,” he said, “if you made one move toward me right now, I’d carry you upstairs and take your mind off of things. But,” he stopped, “if I do that, then we’ll have that much more on our minds tomorrow. Plus, if nothing happens and we don’t catch a killer, then we’ll have to wait three more days to see if a curse really does kick in.” His eyes moved over her. “It’s better to wait. If we catch this guy and you’re alive and well and willing, then you and I, Miss Fletcher, will have some celebrating to do.” 

	The thought of sharing his bed made Gillian ache to reach out to him, but his logic made sense. She could certainly wait twenty-four hours. She shook her head. What was making her so eager?

	“Unless, of course…” he started to say.

	“Unless what?”

	“You plan on leaving.” He leaned forward in his seat. “I mean, you’ll have your story. There will be no need to pretend anymore. There’ll be no need to stay.”

	They held a shared gaze, and she knew he was right. If she stayed, then she jumped into murky waters. But the thought of leaving him seemed impossible. He’d wiggled his way into her heart, and she knew there was something about him that beckoned her. She’d come to help him with his problem, but this assignment had become much more than that. She didn’t know how she would handle it, but at that moment, she didn’t care. She stood from the couch and walked up to him. He sat back as if he feared she was actually going to act on her desire. Instead, she squatted down in front of him.

	She paused for a moment and then put her hand over his. “If we do end up catching this guy and nullifying this curse, then I hope you don’t mind if I stick around for a while.” She squeezed his fingers. She couldn’t promise any more than that, but she owed it to him and herself to see where it led. Grayson Steele had a purpose in her life, and she had to determine what it was. She leaned in and gave him a quick kiss but pulled back before it could lead to more. His hand found her waist, but she caught it and held it.

	“Tomorrow,” she said.

	He let go of a sigh and agreed. “Tomorrow, Miss Fletcher.” He gripped her fingers. “You and I have a date.”

	They stared for a few seconds until she moved back. He shook his head as if to clear his mind. “So,” he said. He stood and so did she. “Since neither one of us is going to sleep tonight…” He walked over to a cabinet against the wall, slid open a drawer, and pulled out a remote. He slid the cabinet doors back to reveal a flat screen TV. “Care to watch a movie?”

	 

	


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

	 

	GOING TO BED after 2 am, their restless sleep had them both back downstairs by 7. Gray poured the coffee for both of them, and they both said little as they struggled to clear their foggy heads. Gillian wore a loose t-shirt and pajama pants, and Gray thought she looked just as sexy as she had in the spaghetti strap dress. The memory of kissing her neck made him shut his eyes and he tried to not to think about it.

	“Something wrong?” asked Gillian.

	He opened his eyes. “What?”

	“You look like you’re in pain.”

	“It’s nothing. It’ll pass. Hopefully, by tomorrow, I’ll be cured.”

	She took a sip of her coffee and looked at the clock on the wall. “Think we should call Travis?”

	He reached for the phone and a pad of paper on the counter. “Good idea.” He dialed a number. Gillian listened as he spoke briefly and then hung up. “He’ll be up in a few minutes.” He thought for a second. “Your guy? He’s still around?”

	“Yes. He’s still around.”

	“He keeps a low profile.”

	Gillian nodded her head. “He does.” She tried to think of something else. “You hungry?” she asked.

	“Not really. You?”

	“Not at all. My stomach’s in knots.”

	She sipped her coffee and bounced her knee up and down. “You okay?” he asked.

	“I’ll be better when this is over.”

	“Still want to go through with it?”

	“I don’t think I have a choice. We can’t exactly go out there, wave our hands, and announce ‘Just kidding. We never slept together.’ Somehow I think the killer wouldn’t buy it.”

	“We certainly gave him ample opportunity to believe we did sleep together.”

	Her eyes shifted as if she thought back. “Yeah. We did.”

	He reached over and took her hand. “Don’t worry. Everything will be fine. By this time tomorrow, the killer will be revealed and you and I…” He stopped, and she held his gaze. They sat that way and their fingers moved over each other’s.

	The doorbell rang, and they both jumped. He tried to calm himself and stood from the chair. “I’ll get it.”

	“Okay.”

	He walked through the foyer and checked through the peephole. A large man in a dark suit stood outside the door. It was Travis, Cooper’s hired protection. Gray opened the door and let him in.

	“Good morning, sir,” said Travis. Despite his wide shoulders and tree trunk legs, he carried himself with a graceful ease. “Is Miss Fletcher awake?”

	“She’s in the kitchen. And call me Gray.”

	Travis followed Grayson through the entry and back toward the kitchen where Gillian sat.

	“Good morning, ma’am. I’m Travis.” He held out his hand, and she shook it. “You and I are going to be hanging out today. I hope you don’t mind.”

	“Believe me, Travis,” she said. “You’re a sight for sore eyes.”

	Grayson tried not to reveal his own worry. “We have reason to believe that someone I know may try to harm her.”

	Travis nodded “Mr. Stone filled me in. Said to stick close and keep an eye on her. He didn’t say anything about who it might be though.”

	“Let’s just say Gillian and I have our reasons and that Cooper is not aware of our suspicions.”

	Travis’s brow furrowed. “Is there someone specific I need to be aware of?”

	“No,” said Gray. “Not yet anyway.”

	Gillian stood. “I’m going to get dressed. If I’m going to be a target, I should be dressed appropriately.”

	“I’m coming with you,” said Travis.

	She stared back, surprised. “Thanks, Travis, but I don’t think you need to help me put on my clothes.”

	He smiled. “No, ma’am. But as your security, I will follow you and check your room to assure that you are the only one in it, and I will dutifully stand outside while you dress.”

	“You really do plan on shadowing me, don’t you?”

	“All day.”

	She looked back at Gray.

	“That’s what I’m paying him for,” he said.

	“Okay,” she said. “Then let’s go, Travis.”

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	 

	**

	 

	Three hours later, Gillian paced the living room. Travis stood in the corner looking out the window while Gray stood in front of the open refrigerator, staring at nothing. He shut the door. “I don’t know why I’m looking in here. I’m not even hungry.” He’d scrambled some eggs earlier, but they’d each only managed a few bites.

	He walked into the living area to see Gillian moving anxiously behind the couch. “This is silly,” she said.

	“What’s silly?” asked Gray.

	“This. This standing around and doing nothing. If this is what we end up doing all day, then we’ve accomplished nothing.”

	Travis shifted his stance. “Excuse me, but wouldn’t that be a good thing?”

	Both Gray and Gillian ignored him. “Listen,” said Gray. “It’s only been three hours. The day is still young.”

	“What could possibly happen?” We’re holed up in here like groundhogs.”

	“What would you rather do?” he asked.

	She stopped and crossed her arms. “I wish I knew.”

	Gray understood her frustration. He felt stuck between the need to find the killer and the need to keep Gillian safe. The problem was, they couldn’t have one without losing the other. It was a challenging position to be in and he found himself wanting to pace right alongside her.

	“You two sound like you want something to happen,” said Travis.

	Gray opened his mouth to answer when a banging on the back patio door interrupted him. Max barked and jumped from his seat by the couch. The commotion drew them all toward the noise and they saw Maria, Cooper’s cook and housekeeper, standing on the deck, pounding on the glass.

	Gray unlocked the door and opened it. Maria spoke frantically and grabbed at Gray’s arms. “Mr. Steele. Mr. Steele. Help. We need help. I can’t…I can’t…they’re asleep. They won’t wake up.” She pulled on him and her words ran together like a jumbled scrabble board and Gray couldn’t understand her.

	“Maria. Maria. Calm down.” He tried to get her inside, but she pulled away.

	“What’s the matter?” asked Gillian.

	Maria tried to catch her breath. She gripped and pulled at Gray’s hands. “Fire. Mr. Steele! There’s a fire.” She chocked on a sob. “I can’t get them out! Please. Help.”

	Gray stared as the magnitude of her words penetrated. “Cooper?” he asked. “The house is on fire?”

	“Oh my god,” said Gillian.

	“Yes. Please,” said Maria, almost shrieking. “We have to hurry!”

	Gray turned, pointed at Gillian, and spoke to Travis. “You keep her inside,” he said. He looked at Gillian. “Don’t leave this house.” He followed Maria out to the deck.

	Gillian was right behind him. “No. You can’t go by yourself. You’ll need help.” 

	“I don’t have time to argue with you,” Gray shot back. “Go back inside.”

	Gillian refused. “I am not going to sit inside this house while people die in a burning house.” She yelled at Travis. “Come on. We’ll need your help.”

	Gray gave up trying to stop her. He raced down the stairs and the moment he reached the bottom, he could see heavy black smoke rising into the sky. He prayed Maria was wrong and that Cooper and Fran were not still inside. The four of them ran for the house and raced up the steps to Cooper’s patio, with Max behind them, barking at their heels. Reaching the deck, they watched smoke billow from the upstairs windows. Gray saw William, an older man who occasionally cooked for Cooper, standing on the deck.

	“William,” Gray said, grabbing at the man’s elbow. “Where’s Fran? Where’s Cooper?” A window on the second floor shattered and flames could be seen licking up a set of curtains.

	William wrung his hands as if he wished he were twenty years younger and twenty pounds lighter. “They’re still inside, Mr. Steele.”

	“What?” Gray asked.

	“We couldn’t wake them up. We called nine-one-one.”

	Gray stared at the house in shock as the smoke searched for exits and made lazy trails upward to escape confinement. He pointed at Gillian. “Stay here.” He ran for the door.

	She ignored him though and followed, with Travis and Max behind her. “Gray. You can’t get them out by yourself. You need help.”

	“I can’t risk you too,” he said, stopping beside the pool. Something shattered and he looked back toward the home.

	“All due respect, sir,” said Travis, “But she’s correct. We need to get everyone out and we need to do it now. I’ll keep an eye on her, but at the moment, she’s okay and your friends are not.”

	Gray knew that this fire was not an accident, but he didn’t have the luxury of time to think about it. “Damn it.” He knew Travis was right. He needed help. “Find something to put over your mouths. Stay low.” He searched for Max. “Stay!” Max looked dissatisfied but sat at Gray’s command.

	The three of them crossed the rest of the patio and entered the smoky living room. The thick air burned Gray’s eyes and the smell of burned plastic, upholstery, and wood assaulted his senses. A stack of cloth napkins sat atop the nearby kitchen counter and Gray ran and grabbed three. He flipped on the sink and held them under the faucet to wet them. He handed one to Gillian and one to Travis and kept one for himself. They each held the cloth to their mouths and breathed into it. Despite the barrier, Gray couldn’t stop himself from coughing as the smoke intensified. More popping sounded and then something else shattered from above. The smoke continued to grow until the room felt claustrophobic. Gray started up the stairs but stopped when he saw a figure at the top. He rushed up to meet Fran as she began to descend. She coughed heavily, and Gray grabbed her.

	The noise from the fire grew and he had to yell to be heard. “Fran?” he asked. “Where’s Cooper?”

	“Upstairs,” she yelled back. “I tried to wake him.” She coughed and couldn’t continue. She tried to walk down the stairs but stumbled.

	“Travis,” said Gray. “Take her. Get her out. Take Gillian with you.” He coughed again into the napkin.

	“No, Gray,” said Gillian.

	Gray pushed her back. “I can get Cooper on my own. I want you out of here. Go!” He charged up the stairs and disappeared into the smoke.

	Travis took Fran by the waist and assisted her down the stairs. Gillian coughed and began to head upward.

	Travis stopped her. “Let him be. He can’t be worried about you and save Cooper at the same time. Let’s get out of here.”

	Flames engulfed the ceiling and licked at the walls. Gillian took one last look upstairs before she turned and followed Travis. At the bottom of the staircase, they turned to leave, when another figure emerged from a hallway that led to a downstairs guestroom. Gillian almost walked right by when she heard the strangled voice. “Here. I’m here.” She recognized Franklin Gallagher, Cooper’s employee. He held the wall for support but slid to his knees as the smoke overcame him. 

	“Travis! Wait.” She turned and headed to Franklin’s side. Travis stopped and Fran turned as well. She managed to hold herself upright and pushed away from Travis.

	“Go,” said Fran. “I can make it out from here.” She coughed and bent low and made her way out through the back of the house.

	“Travis, hurry!” Gillian held her breath and attempted to help Frank up, but she didn’t have the strength. Travis reached her, stooped, and pulled Franklin’s arm up and around his shoulder and hauled him up. Franklin coughed but managed to stand, and Travis began to walk him out of the house. Unable to hold the wet cloth to his face, Travis began to cough but he held on to Franklin. They walked through the smoke-filled living area and Gillian glanced back to see if she could see Gray when she saw Max bound through the room, barking as if on the trail of a taunting squirrel.

	“Max!” she yelled, but he zipped by her and ran toward the back of the house.

	“Come on,” yelled Travis. “We have to get out of here.”

	“But Max!” She turned to follow the dog, hoping to see him.

	“Leave him,” yelled Travis. “We’ve got to go.” He struggled to hold Franklin who began to slump against him.

	“You go,” said Gillian. She coughed into the cloth. “Get him outside. I’ll be right behind you.” She didn’t wait for his response and turned and ran into the back hallway, yelling for Max.

	She heard Travis yell her name, but she ignored him. She ran down the short hallway, screaming for the dog. The smoke was less intense in the hall, but the longer she looked, the heavier it became. The napkin helped less and less as her lungs burned and her eyes stung. Hearing barking, she headed into the room farthest down the hall. A loud crash made her turn just as Max bounded out of a guest room, yapping wildly. He stopped briefly, looked back, and resumed barking. Gillian reached for him, grabbed him by the collar, and bent to pick him up when something thick and heavy dropped over her face. She released Max and grabbed at the material but was pulled backward. The fabric tightened over her mouth and eyes; she couldn’t breathe. Grasping at the cloth, but unable to pull it away, she panicked. She tried to scream, but the sound of the fire and fabric over her mouth muffled the sound. Whoever held the gag over her face yanked her backward and she stumbled. Max continued to bark, but his barking faded as the gag tightened. Her fear spiked. Her legs buckled and she fell. The combination of the smoke, lack of air, and her struggle sapped her strength. Making one last desperate attempt to free herself, she flailed and pulled at the gag, but the cloth held. Unable to escape, her limbs became heavy, the noise turned into a flat hum, and she lost consciousness.

	 

	


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

	 

	GRAY FELT HIS way along the walls to Cooper’s room, holding the wet napkin against his nose and mouth. The smoke was as thick as a muddy stream and he had to move on almost touch alone. He found and entered the room and closed the door to help prevent the smoke from worsening. Cooper was on the bed, eyes closed as if enjoying a peaceful sleep.

	“Cooper?” He felt for a pulse and found a steady beat. He listened for breathing and could feel the warmth of Cooper’s breath against his cheek. He grabbed him by the shoulder and shook him, but Cooper remained unresponsive. More popping and shattering sounded outside the door and Gray knew they didn’t have much time. Coughing, he ran into the bathroom and rewet the napkin and tied it around his face. He raced back to the bed and tried one last time to wake Cooper with no success. His burning lungs protesting, he leaned over, gripped Cooper by the arms, and pulled him up over his shoulder. Struggling to stand, he almost fell but he managed to hold himself upright. Once Gray felt balanced, he hefted Cooper up higher and managed to get his friend’s torso over his shoulder with his legs hanging in front. A brief moment of dizziness made Gray hesitate at the door, but it passed just as another coughing jag hit him. Standing at the door, he took a deep breath despite the coughing, opened the door, and stepped into the hallway. The smoke filled the house, and he couldn’t see anything. He turned in the direction of the stairs and had to be careful not to fall down them. His eyes burned, and he blinked to try and clear them. Getting air into his lungs became harder and harder, and the napkin over his face felt like a piece of gauze. He choked on the smoke but pushed forward. The fire roared and the ceiling was in flames and he hoped it would hold until he could get Cooper out. Reaching the bottom of the stairs, the heat almost made him turn back, but he made himself run through the living room. He stepped over debris and chunks of burned wood as pieces of ceiling fell from above. He made it to the back door and out onto the patio and almost ran into Travis, who was heading back inside.

	“Don’t, Travis,” he yelled with a rough voice. “I’m here. Help me with Cooper.” He got as far as he could before he felt his legs buckle. Travis grabbed Cooper and helped ease him down before Gray dropped him. A fit of coughing hit Gray again, and he fell to his knees.

	Fran kneeled next to Cooper. Maria and William stood close, their faces raw with fear. Maria cried silently. 

	“Oh god. Is he okay?” Fran asked.

	Sirens could be heard in the distance. Travis sought out Franklin who sat on the deck coughing. “You,” he said, pointing at Franklin. Franklin bobbed his head up. “Go meet the firefighters. Tell them where we are. We have one more in the house.”

	Franklin nodded. He stood slowly, but gaining his balance, he left the patio.

	“Who?” asked Gray. He sucked in the fresh air and tried to slow his breath.

	Travis stood. “Gillian. She went back in.”

	Gray, despite his soot covered face, turned white. “She what?” He looked back toward the house. “She’s still inside?”

	“Max ran into the house. She went after him. She went down the back hall.” He wiped at the sweat that ran down his cheek. “I’m going back in.”

	“Oh god,” said Fran who shook Cooper. Sirens blared as help approached. “He’s not breathing.” She slapped his cheeks. “Cooper. Cooper.” She looked up at Gray with frantic eyes and spoke in a rush. “Gray, he’s not breathing.”

	Travis and Gray shared a look. “You take care of him,” Gray said. “I’ll find her.” He didn’t stop to wait for Travis’s agreement. He pulled the grimy cloth off his neck and rewet it in the pool to wrap it back around his face. Stepping back toward the house, he prayed he could find Gillian in time. Nearing the back door, Gray heard barking and saw Max bound out of the house, dirty but uninjured. He ran over to Gray, but Gray didn’t acknowledge him. Doing his best to fill his lungs with as much clean air as he could, Gray ran back into the living area and faced the blaze of smoke and heat. The downstairs walls were burning and the furniture began to ignite as burning embers fell down from above. He raced to the back hallway, calling Gillian’s name but getting no response. The smoke was less intense in that area of the house and it was easier to breathe, but it still felt like he had a five alarm fire in his lungs. He checked the guest rooms. He looked in closets and bathrooms, but there was no sign of her. Panic welled up. The longer he looked, the thicker the smoke became until he felt himself weakening. The heat burned his lungs and breathing became painful, but he refused to leave. His fear roared through him just as the fire did the house. This can’t be happening, he thought.

	He retraced his steps. He couldn’t lose her. Not this way. He’d bring her out or die trying. After rechecking the hallway and rooms, he had no idea where else to look. Upstairs was no longer an option. He screamed her name, but his hoarse voice barely carried over the noise of the inferno. The toxic mix in the air made him dizzy. Coughing, he reached for the wall. His vision swam and he began to go to his knees when he felt a strong hand on his shoulder. It grabbed him and hauled him up. The smoke was so thick now, he could hardly see and he couldn’t stop coughing. His body felt like a brick, and he was so disoriented he didn’t stop to think who was braving this toxic hell with him. He closed his watery eyes and felt something cover his face.

	“Breathe,” was the only word he heard. He did what the voice said and gulped in air, feeling fresh oxygen reach his lungs. He opened his eyes and saw a filmy mask. His brain managed to clear, and he realized it was an oxygen mask. Despite his coughing, he inhaled two more deep breaths. Feeling some of his strength return, Gray focused and could make out a man standing next to him. Assessing him, Gray could see the stranger was well over six feet tall and the muscles in the man’s arms bulged as he supported Gray. The man did not have a mask, but he seemed unaffected by the heavy smoke. After Gray managed a few more inhales and exhales, he heard the man speak again.

	“Take a deep breath and follow me.”

	He did as he was told and sucked in a breath of clean air before the mask was removed from his face. The man walked into the smoke and Gray followed him back into the kitchen. The heat was intense, and he held up his arms in a futile attempt to block the fiery assault on his senses. The man entered the hallway that led to the garage and approached a closed door adjacent to the side entry. He raised a powerful leg and kicked out, connecting with the closed door near the doorknob. The door cracked and gave way. The man moved aside and Gray looked into the room. Gillian was lying on the floor of a small closet, unconscious.

	“Get her out of here,” said the unknown figure, who then disappeared into the smoke. Gray didn’t hesitate. He dropped beside her and pulled her up into his arms. The smoke filled the room as he rushed out, carrying her. The kitchen became the only viable path left to him. The living room was now ablaze and the fire engulfed the house. Gray heard a loud crack but didn’t look back. He ran toward the back of the home, through the kitchen, and out through the door. Taking a quick glance behind him, he stared in shock as the ceiling caved in and fire consumed the room he’d just left. He didn’t stop to think about it as he made his way back to the others. Reaching them, he saw Travis leaning over Cooper, giving him a rescue breath. Fran kneeled next to them, wringing her hands.

	 Gray laid Gillian on the ground. He took her pulse and found it weak but steady. He dropped his ear to her mouth but felt nothing. There was no breath against his skin. “Gillian…” He tried to rouse her, but she didn’t move. “No,” he said. “Don’t do this.”

	Cooper coughed and sucked in some air. Gray heard it, but his attention was on Gillian. He heard Fran sob in relief as Cooper began to breathe on his own.

	“Gillian?” he repeated. He shook her limp body.

	He heard Fran speak. “Gray?”

	“God, no. Come on, Gillian.” He tilted her chin up and pinched her nose. He covered her mouth with his own and breathed into her lungs. He gave two breaths before he had to stop and cough, his own lungs burning from the smoke he’d inhaled. As soon as he could though, he dropped back down and gave Gillian two more breaths. She didn’t respond.

	“Come on, Gillian.” It wasn’t his voice but Travis’s. Gray continued to put air into her lungs while Fran, Maria, and William hung back and clung to each other. In between breaths, Gray checked her pulse again. There was a steady but weak heartbeat, but she still wasn’t breathing on her own. Travis sat next to him, ready to help if Gray needed a reprieve, but Gray didn’t stop. He kept giving Gillian mouth-to-mouth, telling himself with every breath that she wouldn’t die. She would live. Death was not an option. 

	Footsteps pounded nearby and fire fighters arrived on deck. One dropped next to Gray. “Sir, let us help.” One of them felt for Gillian’s pulse as Gray continued to breathe for her. “Sir,” said the firefighter. “Stop.”

	Gray didn’t see or hear anything. Tears blinded him, and he didn’t know whether to blame the smoke or his fear. He felt a hand tug on his arm but he pulled away, refusing to leave. Preparing to give her another breath, he stopped when he heard her emit a weak gasp. He watched, waiting, and saw her begin to breath. His trembling fingers cupped her face, and she began to cough. The relief that coursed through him briefly erased the fire in his lungs, but another coughing fit brought it back. He reached for her but was pulled back as an EMT put an oxygen mask over her face. He looked to see a fireman in full gear standing beside him.

	“She’s okay,” he said. “She’s breathing. We have EMT’s on the scene to help.” He continued to hold Gray’s arm. “Sir, is there anyone else inside?”

	Gray tried to focus on his words but all he could do was watch Gillian. Although she was still unconscious, the color began to return to her soot-stained face. He took her hand and gave silent thanks.

	When the firefighter got no response from Gray, he looked around at the group “Is anyone still inside?”

	“No,” said Fran, clutching Maria’s hand. “Everyone’s out.”

	The haze in Gray’s mind began to clear, and he swiveled his head toward the fireman. “There was a man,” he said. His voice was hoarse and he coughed again.

	The fireman kneeled next to him. “A man? What man?”

	“Inside the house. I thought he was one of you guys.”

	The fireman looked puzzled. “No sir. None of my guys are inside yet. Are you saying someone is still in the house?”

	Gray surveyed what was left of Cooper’s home. If there was anyone still inside, then there was little hope that he still lived. “I don’t know where he went. He helped me find her.” He coughed again, and the EMT offered him an oxygen mask.

	The firefighter stood and pulled a walky-talky from his side. He spoke into it, but Gray couldn’t hear the response. The fireman turned and addressed the group of survivors. “Ambulance is on its way. We’ll get you all to the hospital.” Firefighters ran onto the porch, aiming hoses that blasted the burning house with water. Before leaving, the fireman turned back. “You guys are lucky to be alive,” he said. He spoke into the two-way radio again and walked away.

	 

	


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

	 

	ARRIVING AT THE hospital, everything seemed to happen at once. All of them suffered from smoke inhalation, but Cooper and Gillian had suffered the worst. After initial exams, the doctors cleared Travis and Fran. After completing tests on Gray and Franklin, the doctors wanted them to stay overnight for observation but both declined. They left the emergency room, and Franklin checked in with Fran in Cooper’s room and began to make the necessary phone calls to business associates and insurance companies. Gray sat in the waiting room while doctors completed their tests on Gillian.

	Now, three hours after arguing with the doctors regarding his discharge, Grayson sat in Gillian’s hospital room. Tests completed, she lay unconscious in her bed. An IV stand stood beside her and the room was quiet other than the occasional sounds from the hallway as people strode by the open door. A monitor recorded her heart rate and oxygen levels. Her tests had revealed nothing ominous and doctors believed she would wake soon. Travis stood outside, choosing to continue his protection duty.

	Cooper remained unconscious in his own room on another floor. Initial tests had not determined what had prevented him from waking, nor what had kept Fran and Franklin from waking sooner. Gray had not yet been to Cooper’s room, but Fran had agreed to notify him if Cooper regained consciousness.

	Sitting in his chair, Grayson watched Gillian. His eyes still burned, his voice was hoarse, and his lungs felt like he had cotton stuffed in them, but the coughing had eased. They’d given him drops for his eyes and aspirin for his headache and had recommended that he rest, but he couldn’t. He had no plans to leave. Maria and William had brought him and Travis fresh clothes, and Gray and Travis had been able to shower and change. His weary body ached, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to relax until she opened her eyes. He worried for Cooper too, but the doctors had found nothing serious and they expected his friend to make a full recovery.

	He sat and hung his head, considering how close it had come. He rubbed his throbbing temples. Now that the adrenaline had dissipated, his whole body complained from the stress of the morning. He looked out the window and saw the cloudy skies. The expected storm had stalled at sea and now seemed to bide its time, as if deciding when and where to make its mark.

	Gray felt his lungs spasm, and he coughed. Although the effects of the smoke had subsided, the doctors said it would take several days to recover.

	He heard a noise behind him and turned to see Ken standing at the door. He was in uniform and was holding his hat in his hand. Gray said nothing, mainly because he couldn’t muster the energy to speak.

	“You mind if I come in?” Kenny asked.

	Gray turned back toward Gillian. “No. That’s fine,” he said roughly.

	Kenny entered and placed his hat on the nearby tray table. “How is she?”

	“She’s okay, considering. Just waiting for her to come around.” Kenny walked up and stood beside Gray’s chair.

	“Have you seen Cooper?” Gray asked.

	Kenny sighed. “Yeah. I just came from his room. He still hasn’t come around.”

	Gray sat back in his seat and closed his eyes and thought again of how terrified he’d been when he’d realized Gillian wasn’t breathing. He voiced his anxious thoughts. “It was so close, Kenny.” He paused. “Both Cooper and Gillian…” He couldn’t finish the sentence.

	Kenny pulled up another chair and sat down. “The way I hear it, you came pretty close yourself. Doctor says you should be in bed too.”

	Gray opened his eyes. “I’m fine. Me lying in a bed doesn’t fix anything.”

	Kenny stayed quiet. “Who’s the guy out front?”

	“That’s Travis.”

	“Who’s Travis?”

	“The guy I hired to watch out for Gillian.”

	Kenny’s eyes widened. “Why would you hire a—” He stopped. “Oh, never mind. Sorry I asked.”

	“Didn’t do her much good, did it?

	“She’s alive, isn’t she?”

	He sighed. “Day’s not over yet.”

	Kenny nodded. He chose to change the subject. “About the other night…I said some things…”

	Kenny’s outburst from the previous evening seemed a distant memory. “Forget it,” Gray said.

	Kenny stared at the floor. “I know you and I have our differences, but I was an asshole.” He scuffed his foot on the ground. “I’m sorry.” When Gray didn’t answer, he waved at Gillian. “And I shouldn’t have talked to her the way I did. She didn’t deserve that.”

	“No, she didn’t.”

	Kenny didn’t offer any more explanation than that and Gray didn’t expect any more. They both remained quiet as Gillian continued to sleep.

	“I know it’s early,” said Gray, breaking the silence. “But is there a theory about what started the fire?”

	Kenny shifted in his seat and didn’t answer. 

	“What? Do you know something?”

	Kenny exhaled. “It is early, but it looks like the fire was intentional.”

	“What?” Gray blinked his dry eyes. “Who would want to burn down Cooper’s house?”

	“We don’t know. We also suspect that Fran, Franklin, and Cooper were drugged.”

	“Drugged? Is that why Cooper never woke up?”

	“And why Maria couldn’t wake Fran and Franklin. William says they tried to rouse them but couldn’t do it. Fran and Franklin have no memory of that. All they can remember is waking up to smoke-filled rooms. We’ve taken blood samples from all of them. We should know soon enough.”

	“Then why didn’t Cooper wake up too?”

	“We can only suspect he was exposed to more of the drug than they were.”

	Gray didn’t understand. “You think someone wanted to kill Coop?”

	“I don’t know. It’s too early to say. There’s a lot more to sift through before we come to any conclusions.” He rubbed his neck. “For all we know, Fran or Franklin could have been the target.” He pointed toward Gray. “Or even you.”

	“Me?”

	“They knew you’d come to help.”

	Ken’s comment pierced Gray’s fogginess and the events of the morning finally began to make sense. Everything had happened so fast that he hadn’t been able to sit long enough to put it all together, but now the pieces fit and he knew exactly what had happened. “What about her?” he asked, nodding at Gillian.

	“What about her?” Kenny asked.

	Gray moaned. “Don’t act like you don’t know what I’m talking about. Think about it, Kenny. It’s the third day.”

	Kenny’s face broke into a sad grin. “Listen. I know what you’re thinking. And I’m partly to blame. I’ve been angry about Amy and I used you as an excuse. I let my feelings…” He paused and sighed. “Anyway, I contributed to this curse garbage. I can’t deny that. But now, I have to put my cop hat on.”

	“So put it on, Kenny. Can’t you see the writing on the wall?”

	Kenny’s face hardened. “Come on, Grayson. You think some nut burned down Coop’s house and almost killed three people in an attempt to get to Gillian? Simply because you slept with her three days ago?”

	“Kenny,” said Gray, trying not to lose his patience. “Think about it. I’ve had four women die on me already for that very reason. Don’t you think this is too big of a coincidence?”

	Kenny shook his head. “I realize that you’re dealing with a lot here, but if somebody wanted to get to her, there are easier ways. They could have popped her with a bullet the minute she left the house.”

	“Not if you want to make it look like some stupid curse is to blame.”

	“So,” asked Kenny. “Your theory is that some weirdo is killing your girlfriends? All in some vain attempt to get to you?”

	“God, Kenny. Don’t you think it makes sense?”

	Kenny made an annoying chuckle. “You hired protection for her. Your man was there the whole time. You think this criminal mastermind was lying in wait for her, inside a burning house?”

	Grayson scowled. “I’m not saying he planned for that. Maybe he just got lucky. Maybe, in all the confusion, he was just waiting for an opportunity.” 

	Kenny scoffed. “You really do think the world revolves around you, don’t you? Even this fire?” He snorted. “You really are something else.”

	Gray attempted to hold his temper, but the events of the day were wearing him down. “I’m just trying to offer a plausible theory. Look who’s lying in a hospital bed. Hell, I found her in a locked closet.”

	Kenny raised his hand. “She ran after Max. She got lost in the smoke, couldn’t find her way out, and she hid in the closet. That’s one hell of a killer to plan all that.”

	Exhausted, Gray didn’t have the strength to argue. “Forget it. I should know better than to talk to you about this. Shit.” He blinked his tired eyes. “I could have found her with her throat slit and a note on her chest with the killer’s confession on it and you’d still blame the damn dog.”

	Kenny turned rigid in his seat and gripped the armrest. He aimed a stony look at Gray. “Why don’t you go f—”

	“Kenny.” The sound of his name stopped him. Gray turned to glimpse Fran at the door. She looked frail and small. “Now is not the time.”

	Kenny’s shoulders shrank. Visibly restraining himself from finishing his sentence, he stood as Fran entered the room. She walked up to the other side of Gray’s chair.

	“How’s Cooper?” Kenny asked.

	“Still out,” she said. “Maybe you should go sit with him.”

	Kenny hesitated but then nodded and moved toward the tray table. “I’ve got a few phone calls to make.” He picked up his hat. “Then I’ll go look in on him.” He put his hat on.

	“Thanks, Kenny,” said Fran. 

	Kenny walked toward the door but stopped before leaving. “I probably shouldn’t say this…”

	“What?” Fran asked.

	Kenny grabbed his belt buckle and hesitated for a moment before speaking. “We’re looking for Greg Huffy. We want to bring him in for questioning.”

	Gray perked up at that.

	“Greg Huffy?” asked Fran.

	“What for?” asked Gray.

	Kenny paused. “Everyone at the dinner last night is a suspect. Maria told us she’d caught Huffy snooping around the house after he’d excused himself to use the restroom. I made a few phone calls. He doesn’t own any home on the coast. Records show that house he’s staying in is up for sale. It’s not his place.”

	“You’re kidding,” said Fran. “He said he was some real estate big-wig.”

	“Oh, he’s into real estate, all right. But from what we can tell so far it’s shady real estate. Guy’s got money, but it’s likely investors’ money.”

	“You’re sure about this?” asked Gray.

	“Like I said, it’s still early, but it looks like he targeted Cooper to invest in one of his scams.”

	Gray considered this new information. “A scam is one thing. Doesn’t mean he burned the house down.”

	Kenny hesitated at the door, as if debating to share something else. “You left the party before Greg, didn’t you?”

	Gray thought back. “Yes. Greg and Sandy were still there when we left. Why?”

	Kenny squeezed his belt. “According to Maria, Cooper and Greg got into it before Greg left. Something about a deal gone bad. Maria didn’t know what it was about.”

	Gray’s jaw dropped. “What are you saying, Kenny?”

	Kenny took a second but finally spoke. “I’m saying, Grayson, that you haven’t been at the reins of Stone and Steele for a while now. And maybe you don’t have all the information you think you do.” He let go of his belt buckle and rested his hand on the doorframe. “You and Cooper may be friends, but it’s been a while since you’ve been partners.” Kenny’s face was tight with tension. “And when it comes to a motive for this crime, I’d call that a lead. Not some curse that’s been haunting you for years. That runs a distant second no matter who’s in a hospital bed.”

	The two men held a strained look, and getting no response from Gray, Kenny dropped his hand from the doorframe and walked out of the room.

	 

	**

	 

	The room was quiet after Kenny left, and Fran sat in the chair Kenny had just vacated. She glanced at Gray. “You need anything?”

	Gray stared off. “He really hates me, doesn’t he?”

	Fran reached over and patted his hand. “He doesn’t hate you. He just doesn’t like you very much.” She regarded Gillian. “Any change?”

	Gray shook his head. “No. Nothing.”

	Fran turned in her seat. “You really think she was the target?”

	He hadn’t realized she’d heard his discussion with Kenny. “It’s the third day and she ends up almost dying in a house fire. Seems slightly coincidental.”

	“Then why not burn your house down?”

	“What?”

	“If your theory is true, then why not target you? Why Cooper?”

	He thought about it. It was a logical question. Suddenly, nothing made sense anymore. “I don’t know.”

	To her credit, Fran offered no argument. “Have you contacted her family?” she asked.

	Gray popped his head up. “No. I don’t know how to reach them.” 

	He must have looked lost because Fran took pity on him. “I’m heading out for a bit to get cleaned up. Franklin got me a nearby hotel room and even found an assistant to go buy me some clothes and toiletries. I’m going to take a very long and hot shower.” She squeezed his hand. “After that, I’ll see if I can find any relatives or contact info for her.”

	Gray appreciated her willingness to help. “Thanks, Fran. I appreciate it. Has Stu heard?”

	“He’s flying back tonight.”

	Gray nodded, and his focus returned to Gillian.

	After a moment of quiet, Fran spoke. “You really like her, don’t you?”

	The question took him by surprise, and he sighed. “More than I was willing to admit.” He glanced back at Fran. “Does that bother you?”

	Fran averted her eyes. “I’m not the one that matters. You are.” She patted his hand again. “Despite what Kenny says, she almost died today. And like you said. It’s day three and the day’s not over.”

	Her answer sent a shiver of worry through him, and he had to ask the obvious. “Do you think someone is out to hurt me by targeting the women in my life?”

	She looked sad and her gaze found his. Gray saw the pain behind them. “It doesn’t matter what I believe. All I know is that I care about you. And I don’t want you to get hurt.” Her face clouded, and she swallowed. She spoke roughly. “I hate to admit it…but what Cooper said was true.”

	As much as it pained him, Gray knew he couldn’t tell her what she wanted to hear. “Fran…”

	She didn’t let the moment linger. She stood and smoothed her shirt. “I’m going to go.”

	“Fran,” he said again, but she avoided his look.

	“I’ll be back soon. Call me if anything changes.”

	Before he could respond, she fled the room.

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

	 

	MUFFLED VOICES EMERGED from the silence and words began to penetrate and make sense. She couldn’t hear everything, but the dullness slowly diminished. She knew she was lying down, covered and warm. The voices grew louder and her alertness heightened. The words “hospital,” “tests” and then “sleeping” infiltrated the tiny crack of consciousness. The voices faded and the urge to drift back down into slumber returned until a catch in her airway blocked her throat and she coughed. The cough made her chest ache, and she came fully awake. Gillian opened her eyes and blinked. Despite her blurry vision, she could make out a man above her. Blinking several more times, she heard someone say her name. She shifted in the bed, and a hand came down and rested on her arm. She stilled but coughed again.

	“Gillian? Can you hear me?” Her brain registered the sound, and she attempted to concentrate. After several seconds, her eyes began to clear, and she could see the man. It was Grayson, standing over her with a worried expression. “There you are,” he said. “You awake?”

	She stared for several seconds, trying to understand where she was. Her throat and eyes were dry, her lungs burned, and her head ached. She opened her mouth to say something but nothing emerged.

	“You’re in the hospital,” said Gray. He reached down and took her hand. “You’re okay.”

	The word hospital penetrated but it made no sense. Thinking back, all she could remember was sitting in Gray’s house. After that, her mind was blank. She wanted to sit up, but the effort required to do so felt monumental.

	“Take it easy,” said Gray, when he saw her feeble struggle to move. He found the controls and lifted her bed into a more upright position. The bed raised, and she closed her eyes and tried to sift through her memory banks.

	“Better?” she heard him ask, and she opened her eyes.

	One broken word escaped. “Water?”

	He disappeared and returned, holding a large, covered, plastic jug with a straw. He held it up to her, and she took a long sip and felt the coolness relieve the brittleness of her throat. Finally beginning to understand, she sighed when another round of coughing hit her. Her nose itched and she reached to pull off the oxygen tube, but he stopped her.

	“Leave it on,” he said. “You need it.”

	Nodding, she dropped her hand, and he offered her more water. Her awareness continued to increase until she could see and hear him clearly.

	“Hey. You back with me?” he asked.

	She cleared her throat. “What happened?” she managed to say, although her voice sounded no better than her body felt.

	He sat on the bed next to her. “Fire. Cooper’s house. Do you remember?”

	An image of smoke broke through her haze and then the sound of popping wood, shattering glass, and blazing heat pierced her memory and she opened her eyes wide. “Cooper?” she asked.

	“Okay,” he said. “Everyone’s okay.”

	Another memory surfaced. “Max? Where’s Max?”

	Gray smiled. “William took him back to the house. He’s fine.” He looked at his watch. “He’s probably wondering where we all are. It’s rare for me to be gone this long.”

	Relieved to know that everyone was alive, she relaxed. Her senses still felt dull and fuzzy, but they were slowly returning to normal. “What happened?”

	He sighed, and she blinked again when her vision swam. “You ran in after Max but didn’t come back out. I found you in a back closet, unconscious. Got you out just in time.” She had no memory beyond running through a smoke-filled hallway and yelling Max’s name. “You weren’t breathing,” he continued. “I had to give you mouth-to-mouth. Scared the hell out of me.”

	His hand squeezed hers. “You pulled me out?”

	“Yes, after I found you. You somehow ended up in a back closet.” He paused. “There was a man. He told me where to find you. I have no idea where he came from.”

	She shrugged. “Guess I have a guardian angel.” 

	He raised a brow. “Somehow I think it was more than that.”

	She didn’t answer directly. “Maybe.”

	Frown lines creased his forehead.

	“What?” she asked.

	“Gillian,” he said with concern. “Whoever it was, I don’t know if he made it out. By the time I carried you to safety, the house was ablaze. I never saw him leave.”

	Seeing he was upset, she remained calm and squeezed his hand. “I’m not worried about it. You shouldn’t either.”

	“Gillian…” he said, as if she denied the truth. A sudden wave of fatigue hit her and her eyelids drifted down, but she forced them open. “Hey. You look tired. Go back to sleep.” He found the controls and began to lower the bed.

	“I’m fine,” she said, but her limbs felt heavy and her eyelids seemed to have a mind of their own. Something in the back of her mind flickered as if she’d forgotten something, and if she hadn’t been so weary, she would have searched for what gnawed at her, but her energy waned and she knew she needed to rest.

	“I’ll be here,” he said. “The doctor will come by again to check on you. The initial tests didn’t show anything serious, but they’ll probably want you to stay overnight.”

	“I don’t want to stay overnight.” Her eyelids drifted again but she held them up.

	“Rest, and then we’ll talk about it.” The bed went flat, and he reached over and placed his palm on her head and traced his thumb over her forehead. “I’m going to check in on Cooper while you sleep, but I’ll be back. Travis is outside the door. He’ll keep an eye on you.”

	“Travis?”

	“Yes,” he smiled. “Big guy, dominant, security-oriented? He’s watching out for you.”

	“Okay,” she said. She yawned and her eyes closed as she coughed again. As soon as it passed though, she relaxed and peeked her eyes open. “Thank you.”

	“For what?”

	 “For…saving my life,” she whispered. She held his gaze for a moment but then her eyes shut.

	She didn’t hear him quietly answer back as his fingers stroked her face. “You’re welcome.”

	 

	**

	 

	Gray pushed the door open to Cooper’s room. The first person he saw was Franklin, sitting at a small table near a couch with a phone pressed to his ear. He spoke quietly but looked up and waved Gray into the room. Cooper lay in bed, looking peaceful as if he slept at the Four Seasons hotel.

	Gray pulled up a chair and sat as Franklin hung up the phone.

	“How are you, sir?” he asked. He stood from the table and walked to the bedside across from Gray.

	“I’m fine. Coughing is better. How about you?”

	“Much improved. Thank you for asking. I think after a good night’s sleep I’ll be back up to full speed.”

	Gray nodded. “Don’t push yourself to hard, Frank. Doctor said to take it easy.”

	The phone in Franklin’s hand vibrated, and he stared at it but declined the call. “I’ve never been one to take it easy, Mr. Steele. I’m more of a ‘do it now, or don’t do it’ fellow. I don’t like unfinished business.”

	Grayson pointed at the phone Franklin held. “You’re actually getting phone reception in here?”

	Franklin glanced at his cell. “Actually, yes. I am. Is that unusual?”

	Gray shrugged. “Hospitals are notorious for bad cell reception.”

	“Perhaps I’m just lucky, sir.”

	Gray considered that. “I think we all are.”

	Franklin nodded. “Quite right, sir.” He looked down at Cooper. “Quite right.”

	“Has he come around at all?” asked Grayson.

	“He stirred for a few moments, not too long ago. I thought he would wake, but then he quieted.” His phone buzzed again, but he didn’t answer. “How is Miss Fletcher?”

	“She woke up just before I came in here.”

	“She did? That’s good news.”

	“She’s still a little out of it. She fell back asleep, so I came in to check on him.”

	“You should rest up yourself, sir.” Franklin’s eyes noted Gray’s tired features. “If you don’t mind me saying so, you look like you could use it.”

	Gray rubbed at his face. “I’m fine. I’ll be better when Coop wakes up and I know he and Gillian are all right.”

	“They are, sir. As you said, we were all very lucky.” He paused. “I saw Mr. McDougal. Is there any indication of how this happened?”

	Gray shook his head. “They think it was intentional.” Franklin’s eyes widened. “Don’t have much more information than that though. And they brought Greg Huffy in for questioning.”

	“Intentional? But who would do such a thing? And why are they speaking to Mr. Huffy?”

	Gray tried to get comfortable in the chair. “Apparently, Mr. Huffy is not who he says he is.” He glanced at Franklin. “Maria told Kenny that Greg and Coop had an argument last night after Gillian and I left. Did Cooper say anything to you about it?”

	Franklin thought about it. “No, sir. I came back to the house after dropping off Mr. McDougal at his home. It was quiet though, when I returned.” He cocked his head. “Do you think Mr. Stone had a prior business arrangement with Mr. Huffy?”

	Gray shrugged. “I don’t know, Frank. I don’t know.” He watched Cooper sleep. “I’ve distanced myself from the business lately. Cooper and I haven’t really talked much about it.”

	“I wouldn’t worry too much about it, sir. I’ve worked with Mr. Stone long enough to know that he is a smart man. He wouldn’t do anything ill advised.”

	Gray felt surprise and relief, as if he’d needed the reminder. “You’re right. I guess I’m just feeling out of the loop.”

	“Isn’t that what you wanted, sir?”

	The direct question was unexpected. “Well, yes. I guess so.” He began to wonder just how far out of the loop he was. He started to say something else when Cooper moved in the bed. When Cooper’s lids began to flutter, Gray leaned over the bed.

	“Cooper? You awake?”

	Cooper’s eyes became slits and then he blinked. “Mr. Stone?” asked Franklin.

	Cooper came awake and he took in the room and its occupants. He cleared his throat and made an attempt to speak. “Something tells me I’m not in Kansas anymore.” His voice cracked, but it sounded strong.

	“Try a hospital bed, partner,” said Gray. “How do you feel?”

	He coughed and his eyes opened wider. “Like I’ve been sleeping under a sumo wrestler.” His arm moved up and he tried to push back the blankets. “My head is killing me.” He squinted his eyes closed. “What happened?”

	Gray and Franklin eyed each other over the bed. “Cooper,” said Gray.

	Cooper cracked his eyes back open. “What? Did I have a heart attack or something? God. I knew it. The doctor told me to lay off the fries.”

	“It’s not the fries, buddy. There was a fire.”

	Whatever dullness remained in Cooper evaporated. ‘What?” he asked. His head lifted. “A fire? Where?”

	“Your house, sir,” said Franklin.

	“My what?”

	“Your house, Coop. It’s a total loss.”

	Cooper could only stare as he tried to take in the news. He tried to sit up. “Oh god. Fran. Is she okay?”

	“Take it easy,” said Gray. He put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Everyone’s okay. We got everybody out.”

	“Jesus,” said Cooper, laying back in bed. He stared around the room. “Why am I in a hospital?”

	“Because you wouldn’t wake up. I had to haul you out of the house.”

	Cooper eyes narrowed. “What? You took me out?”

	“He did, sir,” said Franklin. “He saved your life.”

	Cooper took a second to digest Franklin’s information. “Great,” he said. He freed his hand from the sheets and shifted carefully in the bed with a moan. “Now I’m going to have to buy you dinner, aren’t I?”

	“Some place expensive,” said Gray.

	“I would expect so.” He blinked again. “No one else was hurt?”

	Gray didn’t answer, but Franklin did. “Miss Fletcher is in the hospital also, sir.”

	Cooper’s eyes rounded. “Miss Fletcher? Gillian? What the hell for?” He stared at Gray. “What happened?”

	A wave of fatigue hit Gray, but he pushed it back. “Maria alerted us that you were in trouble. When we got to the house, you, Fran, and Franklin were still inside. The place was engulfed in smoke. I ran upstairs to get you. Fran managed to come down on her own, and Travis got her out. Franklin woke up and got himself out. Apparently, Gillian saw Max run inside and followed him. After I got you safely away, we realized Gillian was still in the house. I ran in after her and found her just in time.” He paused as he remembered giving Gillian rescue breaths. “We got you both out, but neither one of you was breathing.”

	“Not breathing?” asked Cooper. “I wasn’t breathing?” He rested his head back and his hands gripped the sheets. “God. Please tell me you didn’t give me mouth-to mouth.”

	Gray smiled. “No. I rescued Gillian.”

	“Thank God,” said Cooper.

	Gray enjoyed saying the rest. “Travis got that duty.”

	Cooper’s head shot up. “Travis? Who the hell is Travis?”

	Gray couldn’t help but savor the look on Cooper’s face. “The security we hired for Gillian.”

	“Shit,” said Cooper. His face drooped. “At least tell me he’s attractive.”

	“He’s a nice looking man, sir,” said Franklin. “You could do worse.”

	Cooper dropped his head back on the pillow. “Thanks, Frank.”

	“Of course, sir.”

	Cooper stilled and looked over at Gray. “Is she all right?”

	The brief flare of humor dissipated and the mood turned serious again. “Yes. She’s fine. She’s conscious but sleeping.”

	Cooper nodded but didn’t say anything. Franklin’s phone buzzed again and he looked down at it. “I should take this.”

	“You keeping the clowns in the car, Franklin?” asked Cooper.

	“I’m trying, sir. A few are doing their best to escape though.” He answered the phone. “I’ll step outside.” He exited the room and Cooper and Gray were left alone.

	Cooper shifted again in the bed and looked uncomfortable. “Can you move this up?”

	“Sure.” Gray found the controls and raised the bed. He found the water next to Coop’s bed and offered him some. Cooper sucked it down and handed it back to him.

	“Thanks,” he said. He stared pointedly at Gray. “So tell me…”

	Gray put the water down. “Tell you what?”

	Cooper saw through Gray’s attempt at avoidance. “Don’t play stupid, Grayson. There’s more to this story. I didn’t just happen to sleep through a fire and Gillian didn’t get lost looking for your dog.” He waited, but Gray avoided his eyes. “Spill it, Cochise.”

	“Nobody knows how the fire started,” said Gray. His body language conveyed his discomfort when he couldn’t seem to sit still. “Kenny says it was intentional though.”

	“You think?” Cooper shook his head. “What are the odds my house burns down on the day your girlfriend is supposed to die?”

	“We don’t know if that’s the reason, Coop.”

	“It’s pretty coincidental.”

	“It’s pretty elaborate too. Kenny thinks you, Fran, and Franklin were drugged.”

	“Drugged? Is that why I didn’t wake up and why my brain feels like your mom’s cream pea soup was poured in my ears?”

	“Yes. The doctor took blood samples to see if they could find anything in your system. Fran and Frank eventually woke up, but you didn’t.”

	“So what does that mean?”

	“Not sure. Probably that you got more of the drug than they did.”

	“A lot more, apparently.”

	Grayson nodded. “Kenny thinks you were the target. Or maybe even Fran or me.”

	“Kenny’s an idiot.”

	Gray shrugged. “You can’t be sure. Maybe someone does want you dead.”

	“Who the hell wants me dead? I’m way more fun alive.”

	Gray stretched his neck. “They want to question Greg Huffy.”

	Cooper eyes widened. “They what? Greg?”

	“Maria said he was snooping around the house last night. She told Kenny that you and Greg had an argument after Gillian and I left. Plus, he lied about the house he owned.”

	Cooper made a snorting noise. “I knew it. That guy had something to hide.”

	“Did you know about Erin being his sister?”

	“No. That was a surprise. But it makes sense. It’s probably how he knew about us and our business.”

	Grayson lifted a brow. “Why did you think he was hiding something?”

	Cooper tilted his head toward Gray. “He’d been bugging me about investing in the renovation down on the boardwalk.”

	“The boardwalk?”

	“Yes. You know that commercial area down by the beach on the north side? All the restaurants and retail? They’ve been wanting to renovate but don’t have the funds. They want to add residential. Build condos and a hotel. Update the shops and infrastructure. Make it a tourist trap and bring in more consumers.” He stopped as he thought back. “Greg contacted me six months ago. Asked to have a meeting.”

	“Really?”

	“Yes. We met. Talked about it. I told him no.”

	“Why not?”

	“I didn’t like it. It didn’t feel right.” He chuckled.

	“What?”

	“We used to hang out under that boardwalk. Remember?”

	Gray smiled. “It’s where I smoked my first cigarette.”

	“The pack I stole from my dad.”

	“I know.”

	Cooper grinned. “I made out with Elizabeth Zinser under that deck.”

	“You did?”

	“Yes. I told you. I was about to get to third base when the tide came in and she freaked out because a crab ran over her foot. It killed the mood.”

	“Fran and I went down there once,” said Gray.

	“You did?”

	“Yeah. We got past third base though.”

	“You always did have all the luck.”

	Grayson asked the obvious. “So why not renovate? It sounds like a good idea.”

	“It’s not about the renovation. I think that area could use a makeover. But Greg wanted the big money. He saw dollar signs when he talked about the residential plans. He wanted to redevelop the area.” He sighed. “I didn’t want all that. The place is just as it should be. Why tear it all down and start over?”

	“So you’re sentimental?”

	Cooper smiled. “Maybe. But sometimes it’s just nice to hold on to your roots. Besides, something about it smelled funny. I mean, that place doesn’t need me. Any savvy investor could jump in and take over.”

	“Not just any savvy investor. An investor with deep pockets, who can handle the risk.”

	“True. But I’m not the only one out there.”

	“And you didn’t buy Greg’s story?”

	“Not that I didn’t buy it, but I didn’t get the impression he was telling me everything.”

	“So what happened after you told him no?”

	“He kept calling and I kept putting him off. I finally talked to him about six weeks ago. He told me that things were moving fast. That he had other investors in place. If we could make an initial down payment, we could get the ball rolling. He sent me blueprints and financial reports and predicted return on investment. He made it sound like a goldmine.”

	“But you didn’t go for it.”

	“I did a little checking of my own. I had someone do some digging on this boardwalk project. Two weeks ago, I learned that Huffy had stretched the truth. The land around the area is mired in litigation as to who actually owns it. It’s no wonder no one has sunk any money into it. I didn’t plan on confronting him about it, but then he sent me an email and he said he’d be staying on the island for a while and could we get in touch. So, I invited him to the party.”

	“Why not just tell him what you knew?”

	“Because the guy pissed me off. He wanted to bug me again? Fine. But I was going to make him suffer through it.”

	“Is that what happened last night?”

	“We never got a chance to talk at the birthday party. He wanted to meet, so I invited him to the dinner. He threw me, though, when he brought his wife. It’s why I wanted you and Gillian there. It helped to calm the waters and keep the evening relaxed.”

	“But after we left…”

	“After you left, he asked Sandy to wait in the car. He started in, but before he could get two sentences out, I let him have it with what I knew. He left pissed. Called me a few unpleasant names. Said he would prove me wrong and I’d learn the hard way.”

	Grayson straightened. “Don’t you think that’s motive?”

	Cooper tucked a hand beneath his pillow. “Guys like Huffy don’t burn people’s houses down. They spit fire and brimstone, but then disappear and bug someone else when they don’t get what they want. You don’t make any money when you’re sitting in a jail cell. I suspect he and Sandy would have cleared out by now if Kenny hadn’t found them first.”

	“Greg could be some sort of psychopath for all you know.”

	“Greg? A psychopath? I doubt it. He might be good at scamming people, but he’d be lousy at killing them. He doesn’t lack empathy. He just saves it all for himself. If it doesn’t serve him in some way, then he’s not going to do it. And killing me does not serve him. It only creates more problems, which he’s got enough of already.”

	Grayson listened to Cooper and smiled.

	“What?” asked Cooper.

	“I’d forgotten how good you are at reading people.”

	“Well,” said Cooper, shifting his head against the pillow. “You haven’t been around a lot.” He stared at the ceiling. “You’ve had other things on your mind besides me.”

	Gray heard the reserve in Cooper’s voice. “I guess so,” he said, and he began to realize the ramifications of his absence. Thinking about it, he chose to be honest. “I know I haven’t been the greatest friend lately.”

	“That’s not what I mean. I’m not blaming you for anything.”

	“I know. But I’ve been so wrapped up in my problems that I’ve left you holding the bag.”

	“I can handle it.”

	“It’s a multimillion dollar gig, Coop. Hell, even when I was there with you I was working eighty-hour weeks.”

	“Gray, I didn’t mean for this to start a conversation about us. I get it. What’s happened to you would have destroyed me.”

	“What has happened to me should not have added to your burden. I left you to handle everything.”

	“And I’m handling it just fine. I may have made a few glitches here and there without you to bounce around my decisions with, but we’ve done okay.”

	“You’ve done more than okay.”

	“Some may disagree.”

	“Screw them.”

	“I’d rather not. I’ve already kissed Travis. That’s as far as I’m willing to go.” He glanced back at Gray with a smirk.

	“When I get past this,” said Gray, “and I figure out what’s going on with me. I promise I’ll be back.”

	Cooper didn’t argue. “And what is going on with you?”

	Gray considered how to answer. “Where do you want me to start?”

	Cooper shifted toward Gray. “Let’s start with Miss Fletcher. What’s up with you two?”

	Gray hesitated but decided he needed to confide in his friend. He knew in his gut that Cooper would never hurt him or Gillian, and he certainly wouldn’t burn his own house down.

	He took a deep breath and told Cooper the truth. “After our interview the other night, Gillian came up with a theory.”

	“What theory?”

	Gray felt stupid saying it. “She thinks someone I know is killing the women I love.” He waited for Cooper’s reaction. When Cooper didn’t say anything, he spoke up. “What? You think it’s crazy, don’t you?”

	Cooper didn’t seem fazed. “On the contrary. I’ve wondered the same thing myself.”

	Gray couldn’t believe it. “You what?”

	“I don’t believe in curses, Gray. I never did. You know that.”

	“Why didn’t you say something?”

	“It’s not the kind of thing that comes up in conversation. Besides, it’s hard to prove. And, it’s so spread out. I mean Angela was in college for God’s sake. And then Erin was years later. And even after Amy it didn’t seem possible. But Marilyn…” He paused. “Marilyn made me wonder.”

	“It doesn’t make any sense.”

	“No, it doesn’t. But since when does a killer make sense?”

	“I mean, we’re talking about someone hating me so much that they’ve been following me for years and they’re close enough to me to murder the most important people in my life. Who would do that?”

	“I bet Miss Fletcher has some ideas.”

	Gray clasped his hands together. “She does.”

	“Who?” asked Cooper. When Gray looked away, he voiced his suspicion. “Me? Was I on the list?” 

	Gray shut his eyes. “Yes. So is Fran, Stu, and Kenny. And now I suppose Greg Huffy.”

	“Greg Huffy?” Coop asked. “The rest I can understand. But Huffy?”

	“His half-sister is Erin.”

	Cooper’s eyebrows arched. “And you think he’s been following you since high school?”

	“We didn’t exactly make his life easy. We hung an awful nickname on him. He told us he hated us.”

	“Because of a nickname? That’s one nasty grudge.”

	“Then he shows up the night before the third day. And then your house catches fire?”

	“I see the connection.” Grayson’s gaze studied the floor. “Am I still on the list?”

	Grayson hung his head even more. “You were never on my list, Coop. You were on Gillian’s though.”

	“Why? Because she thought I might hold some grudge against you for being the wonder boy?”

	Gray’s shoulders shrunk. “Something like that, yeah.”

	“Let me put your mind at ease. I actually like that you’re the wonder boy and I’m not. It takes some of the pressure off. Oh, and just so you know, I’m not killing your girlfriends.”

	“Cooper…I know that.”

	“Good. Then let’s discuss who it could be.”

	Gray’s head came up. “Are you serious?”

	“Fran. What about her?”

	“Cooper…”

	“It has to be one of us from high school. It’s the most logical conclusion. We all know about what happened with Joanie and the curse. Plus, we’ve all known each other long enough to hate each other’s guts, no matter what we may have shared together.”

	“Fran almost died in the fire.”

	“You said she walked out on her own. Did you wake her?”

	“No.”

	“So she drugs me and Franklin. She sets fire to the house. She waits long enough to make it look like she’s a victim too. Then hightails it out of there.”

	“That’s ridiculous. Number one, she waited a damn long time to get out. Two, she was outside when Gillian ran in. She had no way of predicting that would happen.”

	“Maybe she sent Max into the house.”

	“What are you talking about?”

	“How hard would it be? The dog’s barking. You’re still inside. All she’d have to do is encourage him. He would have run inside to save you.”

	“He also could have killed us. If he’d run up the stairs, I could have tripped over him or dropped you to save him.”

	“You’d drop me to save the dog?”

	Gray took his time to wonder about it. 

	“Well?”

	“I’m thinking,” said Gray.

	Cooper scrunched his face. “Funny guy.”

	Gray smiled. “This supposed plan to send in the dog is thin at best.”

	“I admit. It’s a long shot. And sloppy.”

	“And why do all this in the first place? Just because she still loves me?”

	Cooper eyes softened. “You know it wrecked her when you broke up with her.”

	Grayson threw up his hand. “We were freshmen in college, Cooper, living on separate coasts.”

	“I’m not defending her, but I think she always hoped that after college…”

	“What? That we’d hook up again?”

	“And then you met Angela.”

	“And I dashed her hopes? Is that what you’re saying?”

	“She was at that party, you know.”

	“What party?”

	“College graduation. The one where Angela walked up and kissed you.”

	“She was?” asked Gray.

	“Yes. She wanted to see you. I think she would have tried to rekindle the relationship, but then she witnessed the kiss.”

	“Wait a minute. She saw it?”

	“Yes,” said Coop. “Angela kissed you in the kitchen as I recall.”

	“I thought it was the dining room.”

	“Whatever. Anyway, Fran hadn’t seen you yet. The timing couldn’t have been worse. I looked up from the poker game I was playing and saw Fran just as Angela walked up and made her move.”

	“I didn’t know that.”

	“I never told you. Fran left the party not long after. She tried to play it off, but I could tell it hurt.”

	“And you think it was bad enough to target Angela?”

	“I’m just saying. It’s a motive. Maybe it made her mad enough to want to keep you from finding love with anyone.”

	“But how did she know about Erin? Or Amy?”

	“We were all back on the east coast by then. Maybe she had someone watching you. And she went on that trip to Mexico with us.”

	Gray recalled seeing little of Fran during that trip. “Well, she certainly wouldn’t kill her friend. Not Marilyn.”

	“Really? Her friend sleeps with the man she wants? Maybe that’s enough straw to knock that camel over.”

	“I don’t think she’d burn down your house, Coop. Like you said. It’s sloppy.”

	“But it almost worked. It got Gillian out of your house.”

	Grayson thought about his earlier conversation with Fran. “She mentioned something to me. Something that made sense.”

	“What?”

	“Why not burn my house down?”

	“You mean instead of mine?”

	“Yes. It’s a good question.”

	“Probably because she could end up killing you instead. Plus, we had security watching the house. Makes it hard for an arsonist to do their job.”

	“I could have died in your house just as easily.”

	“Maybe. Maybe not.”

	“No.” Gray shook his head. “Fran may be long suffering and ill-requited, but I don’t think she’s a murderer. My money is on Ken.”

	“Ken? Why Ken? Other than he takes his job a little too seriously.”

	“He holds a grudge against me. There’s no doubt of that.”

	“Yes, but that’s because of Amy. Doesn’t explain Angela or Erin.”

	“It does if he liked Fran.”

	Cooper pushed up in the bed. “What? You think he liked Fran? You never told me that.”

	“I think I did.”

	“No. You didn’t.”

	“It’s just a hunch. I expected him to ask her out after Fran and I broke up.”

	“Did he?”

	“Don’t know.”

	“So you think he liked Fran, but Fran liked you. She comes out west to express her feelings, and he follows. He sees her heartbreak, maybe tries to console her, but she denies him. He’s pissed at you for hurting her and goes after Angela.”

	“That is all pure conjecture,” said Gray. “Plus, why go after Angela? Why not get rid of me? I’m the one he hates.”

	“Because getting rid of you only makes her want you more.”

	Gray’s eyes widened in appreciation. “You know,” said Gray. “Maybe you missed your calling. You should have been a detective.”

	Cooper’s expression didn’t change. “Maybe, but I met this awkward, nerdy kid in third grade and took pity on him. We became friends and the rest is history.” 

	Gray chuckled. “I think you forget who the awkward, nerdy kid was.”

	Coop didn’t argue. “Getting back to the point, we have to think like the killer in order to find him.”

	“So Ken takes care of Angela. But why Erin? Why Amy?”

	“Because Fran is still hung up on you. And every time you fall for someone, you’re hurting Fran. It’s his way of making you pay.”

	“He’d kill his own friend though? He and Amy were close. Maybe closer than we know.”

	“If he liked her and she ended up with you, all the more reason for him to hate you.”

	Gray shook his head at the idea. “Shit. I don’t know what to think.”

	“And don’t forget about Stu. He supposedly left town, but maybe he didn’t.”

	“Stu? I didn’t think he hated me.” He sighed and rubbed at his face. “But hell, why not? Everybody else does.”

	“He was pissed at both of us, remember?”

	“I know he was upset about our plans after college.”

	“Right. He wanted to go one way, but we went another. He ended coming back east and doing his own thing.”

	“He was at that graduation party too.”

	“Yeah. He was, wasn’t he?”

	“He was hitting on our neighbor.”

	“That’s right. Rosalee.” Cooper remembered. “She was cute.”

	“So he’s pissed that we’ve left him out, so he kills Angela?”

	“Maybe he plans on hurting us both. He just targets you first because he saw the opportunity.”

	“Maybe it’s his way of separating us?” asked Gray.

	“You mean stopping us from going into business?” Cooper considered that. “It’s possible. It almost worked too. It took you a while to get back on your feet.” He narrowed his eyes. “Wait a minute.”

	“What?”

	“Not long after Angela died, and we’d moved back, he approached me.”

	Gray sat up with interest. “He did?”

	“He asked if I needed help. Offered to jump in and take your place for a while.”

	“You’re kidding.”

	“No. Said something about how it would be good to give you some time to recover. And to not push you too hard.” He looked up. “He offered to partner with me.”

	Gray’s eyebrows raised. “I didn’t know any of this. What did you tell him?”

	“That I already had a partner. That you would be back when you were ready.”

	“How did he take it?”

	“You know Stu. He shrugged and smiled. Acted like it was no big deal.”

	“So all this time he’s killing my girlfriends to get me out of the way? Including Marilyn?”

	“If he’s desperate and angry enough, sure, why not?”

	“That seems farfetched.”

	“Of course it does, but we have to think about what this person wants. And it seems they want to drive you over the edge. I think that’s what got Marilyn killed.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Up until Marilyn, you’d been locked up in that house for a while, not seeing anyone. You’d distanced yourself from the business and from all of us. The killer had you on the ropes. At the same time though, you weren’t homeless and destitute. You were down, but not out.”

	“And then Marilyn shows up on my doorstep.”

	“Right. You let her in and you two rekindle things. Friend or no friend, now your stalker is pissed. He’s escalating.”

	Gray thought about his time with Marilyn. “Damn it.”

	“Now is not the time to judge yourself. Marilyn’s death made him show his hand. We’re wise to his existence. And he’s taking more risks.”

	“Marilyn dies because I dared to show a spark of life?”

	“It sucks, but it may also be the trigger that brings this guy out into the open, helps solve this curse thing, and gives you your life back.”

	Gray shut his eyes to block the memories. “I’d rather have her alive.”

	“I know you would, buddy. But that’s not going to happen. We work with what we’ve got.”

	“Shit.”

	“And hellfire. I agree,” said Cooper. “So let’s get back to Stu. Him not being at the house makes him a prime suspect.”

	“It almost seems too obvious. He would be the perfect one to pin this on. Plus, why would he put everyone else in the house at risk?”

	“Interesting thought. But let’s assume it’s him.”

	Gray humored Cooper. “Fine. So he’s knocking off my love interests to get into the business?”

	“Yes.”

	“Why? Does he want to get closer to you?” Gray widened his eyes in mock excitement. “Maybe it’s you he wants, and I’m in the way.” He thought of another possibility. “Maybe he’s carried a torch for you all this time.” He couldn’t help but smile at his theory.

	“Would you shut up?”

	“You are a good looking man.”

	“I admit, I’m a great catch, but Stu doesn’t stand a chance. Besides, he looks lousy in heels.”

	“How do you know?”

	Cooper rewarded him with a not-so-kind gesture and Gray appreciated the humor. The subject matter was becoming too serious, and he needed to relax. He rubbed at his shoulders to ease his tension.

	“You look like shit,” said Coop. “What did the doctors tell you?”

	“You should take a gander in the mirror. And they said I’m fine.” As if on cue, he felt the urge to cough, and he couldn’t suppress it.

	Copper eyes narrowed. “Yeah, you sound fine. You haul me out and then save Gillian. How much smoke did you inhale in the meantime?”

	Gray managed to stop coughing. “Don’t worry about me. I’m okay.”

	“Something tells me I’m not the only one that should be in a hospital bed.”

	“I’m fine, Cooper. I just need a good night’s sleep.” He made an effort to appear better than he felt, but he knew Cooper could see through it.

	“Just how much sleep have you been getting?”

	Grayson frowned. “What are you talking about?”

	“The lovely Miss Fletcher. You two have been cozy since she spent the night.” 

	Grayson opened his mouth but then closed it. Cooper raised a brow. “Gray?” 

	When Gray didn’t answer, Cooper’s eyes widened and he voiced his suspicions. “You didn’t sleep with her, did you?”

	Gray met Cooper’s gaze. He hesitated but couldn’t lie. “No,” he sighed. “I didn’t.”

	“Son-of-a-bitch,” said Coop. He slapped at the bed and winced at the movement. “You two were faking?”

	Gray tried to hide his discomfort. “Yes.” He thought of Gillian and remembered trailing his hand up her thigh. “It’s not for lack of interest though.” He groaned. “It’s been a long three days.”

	“What for? Why pretend?” Cooper stopped when he realized the reason. “You wanted to draw this guy out, didn’t you?”

	Gray let out of gush of air. “It was Gillian’s idea. She wanted to be the bait.”

	Coop let out a low whistle. “I have a whole new respect for Miss Fletcher.”

	“She’s unique.”

	“That she is,” said Coop. “You really didn’t sleep with her?”

	Gray couldn’t suppress a groan. “Believe me. We came close. But if I’m going to break this curse, then I’ve got to take the offensive.”

	“And she’s willing?”

	“She wants the story.”

	Cooper’s eyes widened. “Ah. I see. That would be quite a tale. Still, it’s a lot to risk for an article.”

	“Don’t I know it.” Gray stood with anxious energy. He walked to the foot of the bed. “And it almost got her killed. And she’s still not safe.”

	“Travis is with her, right?”

	“Yes. He is.”

	“She’s in a hospital. People are all over the place. She’ll be fine.”

	Gray couldn’t hide his doubt. “Tell me that at midnight.” He began to pace and coughed again. For a brief moment, he felt dizzy, and he reached out and leaned on the wall.

	“Hey,” said Cooper. “Sit back down before you fall over on me.” 

	The vertigo passed, and Grayson realized what he was doing. If he didn’t calm down he would be of no use to anyone. He took a deep breath, sat back in the chair, and shut his eyes. Feeling Cooper’s stare, he cracked his eyes open.

	“What?” he asked.

	“So, what happens after this is over?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“I mean after you catch a killer and Gillian gets her story? Does she ride off into the sunset?”

	“I…” Grayson felt an unexpected constriction in his gut and he didn’t know how to answer. “I’m…”

	“Grayson?” Cooper’s eyes softened as he began to understand. “Oh man.”

	That got Gray’s attention. “What?”

	“This is serious, isn’t it?’

	“Serious? What do you mean?” Gray fiddled with the bed sheet that hung over the side of Cooper’s bed.

	Cooper voiced his hunch. “Are you in love with her?”

	Gray smiled and shook his head. “No. Don’t be silly. I hardly know her.” His hand explored the lowered bedrail.

	“I’ve seen this look before.”

	Gray gripped a section of the rail. A flurry of emotion fluttered through him. “I’m not in love with her. I can’t be.”

	“Why not?” asked Cooper. He turned toward Gray. “You have a tendency to fall hard and fast.”

	Gray observed his knuckles turn white as he wrapped his fingers around the metal of the bed frame. “Because if I do, and I lose her, Coop,” he looked up at his friend with anxious eyes, “I won’t make it back. Not this time.”

	 

	


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

	 

	SMOKE FILLED HER lungs and burned her throat. The thick air and the sharp smell of burning wire, wood, and plastic made her head throb and her eyes water. Searching the rooms, she checked every corner, but she was lost in a burning haze of hell. The flames danced and intensified, igniting the curtains and furniture. The ceiling began to crumble and the floor began to melt beneath her feet. Desperate, she lunged for the door, eager to escape. Reaching it, she grabbed the knob with outstretched fingers. The door opened and she saw Max, barking at her. Fresh air rushed in and she inhaled, frantic to rid her lungs of the acrid smoke. Mere steps from freedom, her exit was halted when a heavy, cloying cloth draped over her face. Her sight went dark and the sound and the smell of the fire was muffled. She sought to free herself but was yanked from behind and pulled back into the spitting inferno. Mustering her last bit of strength, she used her last breath to scream.

	Gillian’s eyelids shot open. They darted around, expecting to see smoke and fire, but she saw only her quiet hospital room. Her heart thumped, and she blinked to clear her eyes. The room was empty other than the furniture and the medical equipment next to her bed. The dream fading, her heart began to slow, and she adjusted to her surroundings. Listening, she heard only the subdued murmurings of conversations in the hallway and the soft footfalls of people walking by her door. As she studied the room, she saw her IV stand beside her and the window, where partially open blinds allowed soft sunlight to drift in. She was alone, but she remembered Grayson sitting with her earlier. A vague memory reminded her that he was likely with Cooper. She had no idea what time it was. Seeing a clock on the wall, she saw it was almost 4 pm. After all she’d been through that day, she couldn’t believe that it was still afternoon. She felt like she’d slept twenty-four hours. 

	Moving slowly, she pushed up and looked for the controls to raise her position in the bed. Seeing the water jug on a tray, she reached for it despite her achy muscles and took a long draw from the straw. Her lungs felt like she’d been breathing sand, but she could inhale and exhale with ease. She thought back to that morning and visions of Cooper’s burning house flashed in her head. Her mind clearing, she shivered, recalling the popping glass and wood, the heated air, the billowing smoke, her search for Max, her yelling when she…

	She froze mid-breath, holding her water jug. Staring off, she recalled searching for Max and finding him, but then something had covered her face. Her stomach dropped. Someone had been in the house. Whoever it was had draped something over her face. She’d been pulled backward, and she’d fought to free herself, but the unknown assailant had tightened his grip, and she’d fallen.

	Fear bubbled up, and she placed the water back on the table. She thought of Grayson and knew she had to tell him. Someone had tried to kill her. Her theory had been correct. Someone was killing Gray’s lovers. She shook her head to clear her muddled brain and attempted to think. Who could it have been? There was no way to know. She needed to talk to Gray. Her eyes darted back to the clock, and her heart raced when it occurred to her that this day was not over. Whoever this was would likely try again. That thought alone urged her to move. She pulled the oxygen tube from beneath her nose and began to slide the bed sheets off to stand, when she remembered Travis. Gray had told her he was outside the door.

	She sat up in the bed. “Travis?” She was grateful the door was open.

	She was relieved when he peered into the room. “Miss Fletcher?” he asked, coming in. “You okay?”

	She exhaled a held breath but her lungs protested and she coughed. “Yes, Travis. I’m fine.”

	“You had us pretty worried. You should not have gone after the dog.”

	More images of searching for Max flashed in her mind. “In hindsight, perhaps it was not the smartest thing I’ve ever done.”

	He stood next to her bed. “Maybe next time, let me handle the heroics.”

	“You’ll get no argument from me.” She tried to remember her earlier conversation with Gray. “Everyone else got out okay?”

	Travis nodded his head. “Yes. Everyone’s fine. Including Max.” He crossed his arms. “You and Cooper, though, gave us a scare.”

	She could feel the fabric over her face and almost reached to pull it off. “Gray got me out?”

	“He did. He found you in a closet. He rescued you just in time.”

	Gray had told her that he’d given her mouth-to-mouth. She could only imagine how terrified he must have been.

	“You’re very lucky, Miss Fletcher.”

	She stared back at him. “So far…” She continued to think. “Travis?”

	“Ma’am?”

	“Where is Mr. Steele now?”

	“He’s with Mr. Stone. He’s been unconscious since they brought him in.”

	Gillian made up her mind. She pulled the bed sheets back. “I need to go see him.”

	“Ma’am?” asked Travis. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. You’re supposed to be resting.” He moved to stop her.

	“Travis,” she said, looking for a wheelchair, but not seeing one. “This is not over. Someone tried to kill me in that house.” Her feet touched the floor, and she put her weight on them but dizziness made her sit back on the bed.

	“Hold on there, Miss Fletcher.” Travis reached out to help her. “What are you talking about?”

	There was a knock on the door and both of them looked toward the sound. A man stood at the entrance to her room with a wheelchair in tow. He looked at a paper in his hand. 

	“Gillian Fletcher?”

	She stared at the man and wondered how to get a hold of the wheelchair he held. She knew she wouldn’t be strong enough to walk to Cooper’s room. “Yes. That’s me.”

	He dropped the paper. “Radiology is ready for you. They’ve been backed up. They asked me to come get you.”

	“Radiology?” asked Travis.

	“Chest X-ray. I’m Perry. I work as an intern on this floor. They just called down and asked me to bring you up.” He swung the wheelchair into the room. “You ready? Your chariot awaits.”

	She tried to think of a way to get the chair and find Grayson, but her mind couldn’t form a plan. The only thing she could think of was to get the X-ray done and hope Gray would either return or she’d have them take her to Cooper’s room after her tests. She nodded at Travis.

	“Is it okay if he comes with me?”

	“No sweat off my nose,” answered Perry.

	She stood. “How long will this take?” Travis helped her into the chair.

	“Not long.” He pulled her IV stand over and she grabbed hold of the pole to roll it alongside her. “Hopefully, they’ll take you in as soon as you get up there.”

	Perry wheeled her out the door and Travis walked beside them. A doctor and nurse walked by and Gillian peered into rooms as they passed open doors, seeing a few occupied beds and others that were empty. Somewhere in a distant room a machine alarm beeped and Gillian watched two nurses converse at a nursing station in the central part of the floor. One talked on the phone and the other spoke to a young woman in pink scrubs, who pushed a cart that carried magazines and books. They reached the elevator, and Perry pushed the up button.

	“What floor is Radiology?” asked Travis.

	A loud clang startled all of them and Gillian looked over to see a metal tray clatter against the hard floor. The whole floor seemed to pause as they looked to see the source of the noise.

	“Are you Perry?” Gillian heard a new voice behind her, but she continued to watch as a frazzled nurse bent to pick up the tray. Plastic cups and cutlery had spilled along with the tray, and the nurse stooped to pick them up.

	“Yes?” she heard Perry say.

	“I’m Stevens, from Radiology. Is this Miss Fletcher?”

	“Yes, it is,” she heard Travis answer.

	“Sorry,” said Stevens. “We’ve been swamped upstairs. I just now made it down.” There was a rustling of paper. “I can take her up.”

	The nurse gathered the fallen items as a man in green scrubs stopped to help her. Gillian watched as he handed her the tray.

	“Cool,” said Perry. “Thanks.” Gillian’s attention drifted from the nurse and she listened to the remaining conversation.

	“Thanks, Perry.”

	“She’s all yours.”

	The elevator pinged, the doors opened and Gillian’s wheelchair was pushed inside. It turned, and she faced the closing doors. “We’ll get you taken care of as soon as possible, Miss Fletcher,” said Stevens from behind her. “Sorry for the wait. It’s been a crazy day.”

	You could say that again, thought Gillian to herself. 

	“What floor?” asked Travis.

	“Twelve. Thanks.”

	A woman joined them in the elevator just before the doors closed and she hit the button for the sixth floor. They rode up quietly. Thinking of finding and talking to Gray, Gillian began to tap her foot. She felt her nervousness rise, and she looked up at Travis for reassurance. He saw her and smiled, as if he knew she needed it. The elevator stopped at six and the woman stepped out and the doors closed again.

	“How long does a chest X-ray usually take?” asked Travis.

	“Oh, not too long,” said Stevens. “Should all be over in no time.”

	Gillian watched the number twelve illuminate and the elevator slowed and stopped. The doors opened and she was pushed forward out onto the floor. She noticed the difference immediately.

	“What the hell?” asked Travis.

	The floor was completely empty. No one was there. Rooms sat silent and the nurse’s station stood vacant and somber, like a phone booth in a world of cell phones.

	“Oh, damn,” Gillian heard Stevens behind her. “Did I do this again?”

	“What is this?” she asked. “Where are we?” She heard the elevator shut behind them. The silence unnerved her. Down the hall, she could see an empty wheelchair and a solitary tray table, both awaiting non-existent patients, and she suddenly felt as she were in the middle of some post-apocalyptic movie where everyone had died and they were the only survivors.

	“This floor is due to start renovations. They closed it last week. I keep forgetting.”

	“How about we find the right floor,” said Travis.

	Gillian sensed the immediate shift in the air around her. Her heart slammed against her chest. Something was wrong. “Travis?” She gripped at the rails on her chair.

	Stevens spoke. “How about you hit the floor instead.”

	Gillian heard a faint thump and a strangled gasp. She turned to see Travis with his hand gripping his neck. Blood trickled through his fingers. She jumped from her chair and watched Travis drop to his knees. Blood oozed from his neck, ran down his chest, and dripped and splattered onto the floor.

	“Travis!” she yelled. She dropped next to him. The IV stand dragged behind her and she felt it pull on her arm.

	Travis said nothing, but he stared wide-eyed in terror at her before his eyes dulled and he collapsed and fell to the ground, the blood beginning to pool beneath him.

	“No.” She tried to the put pressure on the wound, but the blood came too fast. “Travis…”

	Frantic, she searched for anything to staunch the flow of blood. There was nothing though. The only thing she saw was the technician Stevens who stood motionless beside her wheelchair. Her gaze met his, and she froze in shock when she saw who looked back.

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER NINETEEN

	 

	“WE’RE NOT GOING to let that happen.”

	Gray stared up from his white knuckles. “I should go back.” Seeing Cooper’s worry, he wanted to change the subject. “I don’t want to leave her for too long.”

	“You don’t think she’s safe?” asked Cooper. “She’s got hospital staff and Travis with her. There are no cars, solitary jogs, or drug dealers in sight.”

	Grayson let go of the rail. He tried to not think the worst. “If this guy wants to get to her, I don’t think being in a hospital will stop him. Hell, he tried to burn your house down.”

	Cooper nodded. “I agree with you there. If that’s what he did, he’s determined.” Cooper laid back on his pillow. “Something’s bothering me though.”

	Gray felt relief that the conversation had shifted back to his stalker. He wasn’t ready to deal with his feelings for Gillian. “What?”

	“The house. Burning it down is risky. And there’s no way to know it would even work.”

	“You mean if his goal is to go after Gillian?”

	“Yes. There’s no way to assume she would run inside and risk her life. What happened to her is likely pure accident.”

	“Then why do it?”

	Cooper wondered. “What does he gain, if he wants to get to her?”

	Gray began to put the pieces together, and he gripped the bed rail again. “I think you already said it. The house wasn’t meant to kill her.”

	“What do you mean?”

	Gray’s mind raced. His conclusions began to make sense. “It was just a distraction.”

	“A distraction?”

	“Yes. Like you said. To get her out of my house. Maybe the fact that she got hurt was just dumb luck on the murderer’s part.”

	“You mean by setting fire to my place, he knew you’d come to help, and she’d likely follow?”

	“And if you ended up in the hospital, we’d come too.”

	“Giving him an opportunity to get to her.”

	“Jesus…” said Gray. He stood, ready to leave the room.

	“Hold on there. Relax for a second. It may have succeeded in getting her out of the house, but our bad guy probably didn’t plan on her being a patient, being checked on by staff, with a bodyguard outside her door. Coming after her now seems unlikely.”

	“I know, but…”

	“Keep in mind. This distraction theory is thin,” said Cooper. “Surely there’s a better way to get you two out of the house without killing me in the process.”

	Gray had to admit that was true. “Then maybe he did plan to get to her through the fire if an opportunity showed itself. But if it didn’t…”

	“Then he would still have the chance at the hospital.”

	“Hell,” said Gray. “I’m going to check on her.”

	Before he could leave, the hospital door opened and a nurse walked in. Seeing her, both men’s jaws dropped. She wore a traditional nurse’s uniform, cut snugly to emphasize her narrow waist and ample bosom. The skirt ended at mid-thigh. White, sheer hose hugged her long, shapely legs, elongated even further by white high-heeled pumps on her feet. The outfit outlined her perfectly proportioned hour-glass shape. A traditional nursing cap sat atop her head, pinned over amber-colored hair that was pulled into a loose, wavy bun and tendrils of hair softly framed her face. Gray could recall no other nurse he’d seen looking like this one. Most of them wore scrubs and looked fatigued after being on their feet all day. He continued to study her, as did Cooper. The front of her uniform was zipped low and both men’s eyes naturally found and followed her revealing cleavage.

	“Hello,” she said. Her soft, deep voice was like silk against skin. She approached the bed. Both men stared in silence, their previous conversation forgotten. Her almond-shaped green eyes were emphasized by dark liner and her red lipstick amplified her pouty, full lips. Rosy blush dusted her striking cheekbones. Her skin seemed to luminesce in the light, and she moved with a lithe grace. “My name is Eve.”

	Cooper shifted in the bed and found his tongue. “Hello, Eve.” She approached his bedside and Gray stepped back to give her room. “Please tell me you’re my nurse.”

	She smiled seductively and her gaze traveled over Cooper. “Makes not breathing seem worth it, doesn’t it?” Her voice vibrated the air like a sultry jazz song, and Gray felt fairly certain Jessica Rabbit had just walked into the room.

	Cooper went speechless, and Gray could only stare as she turned, giving him the same appraisal she’d given Cooper.

	“Not bad,” she said. He felt himself blush like a school kid. “You’re just her type.”

	He tried to form a thought. “Excuse me?”

	She gave him a quick smile and her pearly white teeth gleamed behind her lipstick. “You might want to check in on Gillian, Gray.”

	Her use of his name surprised him. “You know Gillian?” He tensed. “Is she okay?” He moved toward the door to leave.

	Her smile dropped, and she seemed to lose focus as her eyes stared off at some distant point. After a second, her attention returned. “You need to hurry. Floor twelve.”

	He stopped as he grabbed at the door handle. “What?”

	“You heard me,” she said, more urgently. “Floor twelve. Go now.”

	He ran out of the room.

	 

	**

	 

	Gray rushed down the hallway, Eve’s voice rattling in his head. Floor twelve? Why would he need to go to the twelfth floor? He headed down the corridor, moving fast. He found the stairs and headed down, grateful that Gillian’s room was just below Cooper’s. Accessing her floor, he passed the elevator and considered going up to the twelfth floor, but he thought it made more sense to check her room first. He turned the corner, and his heart lurched when he didn’t see Travis. He told himself that Travis must be in the room with her, and he picked up his pace. He almost skidded as he took the turn fast and froze when he saw her empty bed. It took a second for him to adjust to her absence before he finally broke out of his trance and ran toward the nurse’s station. 

	“Excuse me,” he asked a young nurse who studied a chart. He made the quick observation that her uniform in no way resembled Eve’s. “Where is Gillian Fletcher?”

	She looked up from her chart. “Who?”

	He tried not to show impatience. “Gillian Fletcher. She’s not in her room. Where is she?”

	Her face scrunched. “What room?”

	His frustration mounting, he answered her. “Two-one-eight.”

	The nurse dropped the chart and moved to a laptop and rapidly typed the keys. “I don’t know. You sure she just didn’t go for a walk?”

	“A walk?” Gray fought the urge to yell. “Why the hell would she go for a walk? She almost suffocated from smoke inhalation.”

	“I’m sorry, sir. I’m sure she’s nearby.”

	Another nurse approached from behind the counter. “What’s the problem?” She was older and carried the air of authority. Her nametag read Janet. She looked at Gray like a mother protecting her cub.

	“You have a missing patient and I’d like to know where she is. She’s not in her room.”

	“Her name?”

	He rolled his eyes. “Gillian Fletcher. They brought her in this morning. She was under observation. Where is she?”

	The nurse dropped low to look at the same laptop. “She’s not scheduled for any tests. She should be in her room.”

	Gray felt his patience dissolve. “I know that.” His fingers gripped at the counter. “But she’s not.”

	Janet’s own impatience began to show. “I’m sure there’s no need to worry. Maybe she felt the need to get up and move around a little.” Gray stifled the urge to argue when a man walked by in purple scrubs whistling a tune.

	“Perry?” asked Janet.

	The man stopped and approached the counter. “What’s up?”

	“Have you seen one of our patients…” She looked at the computer screen. “…a Miss Gillian Fletcher, by chance, as you made your rounds?”

	“Sure.”

	Gray swiveled toward Perry. “Where?”

	“Radiology called. Said they could take her.”

	“Radiology?” asked Gray.

	The nurse looked at the computer and typed some more. “For what purpose?”

	“Chest X-ray,” answered Perry.

	“Chest X-ray?” asked Gray. “She had that this morning.” He tried to get a look at the computer screen. “Did the doctor order another one?”

	Janet shook her head. “Not that I can see.”

	“Then why the hell did they show up?” asked Gray. He looked at Perry. “Where did you take her?”

	“I didn’t.”

	“You didn’t?”

	“No. I was about to wheel her up when Radiology came down and got her.”

	The nurse raised her head. “Radiology came and got her?”

	“Yeah. Some guy named Stevens.”

	The nurse studied the screen. “That makes no sense.”

	“Why not?” asked Gray. His heart rate doubled.

	“Because there’s no record of any Gillian Fletcher needing a chest X-ray other than the one she received this morning.” She typed some keys. “You said someone came and got her?”

	“Yup. He took her up in the elevator. She had some big guy go with her.”

	“Elevator?” asked Gray, and he felt his face lose color. He stopped and thought. “What floor is Radiology?”

	“Four,” said Perry.

	“Shit,” answered Gray. He spoke to Janet. “What’s on the twelfth floor?”

	“Nothing,” said Perry, answering for the nurse. “Well, there’s something. It was closed for renovations last week. It’s dead as a tomb up there.” He grinned at Janet. “Kinda spooky if you ask me. Why do you want to know?” He spoke only to dead air though. Gray had disappeared down the hall.

	 

	


CHAPTER TWENTY

	 

	GILLIAN STARED IN shock.

	“Surprised?” asked the man in front of her.

	She continued to look for anything she could use to staunch the flow of blood from Travis’s neck. She couldn’t find anything, though. The floor appeared empty of supplies.

	She tried to stay calm, but her voice betrayed her. “What do you think you’re doing?”

	     “I’m taking care of business.” His hand moved, and she caught sight of the knife he held; the tip smeared red with blood. She stiffened, and her heart leapt into her throat. Her stomach shriveled in panic.

	“Stuart…”

	“You knew, didn’t you?”

	His cold eyes moved over her and chills broke out on her skin. She willed herself to stay calm and hoped to keep him talking. “Knew what?”

	“Knew you were at risk. How could you not?” He slapped the flat side of the knife against his leg. He wore green scrubs and Travis’s blood on the knife stained the fabric. She tried not to look.

	“I don’t believe in curses,” she said.

	He grinned. “Why not?”

	“Because it’s stupid. Nobody dies from a curse.” She rose from Travis’s side and wiped her bloody hands on her hospital gown. She realized that the only way to save herself and Travis was to buy time and hope someone would come looking for her.

	His grin dropped. “Of course they don’t. But it came in handy.” He looked at Travis with no change in expression, as if he stared at a broken piece of plastic. “Just goes to show you how stupid he is.” His attention returned to Gillian. “Something I’ve known all along.”

	“Who?” Her breathing had quickened.

	He tilted his head at her. “Come on, Miss Fletcher. You know who I’m talking about. Don’t play coy with me.” The knife smacked again.

	“Grayson?” She swallowed, and her throat stuck together.

	He smiled. His lips spread thin and his teeth glimmered in the fluorescent light. His eyes, no longer hiding his madness, offered a flat, almost dead gaze. How had she missed it before? 

	“Yes. Grayson. You’re new boyfriend.” He moved the knife to his other hand and began to walk. She tensed, ready to run, but he didn’t approach her. He stopped at her wheelchair and rested his hand which held the knife against the back of it. “Tell me. Was three days with him worth it?”

	She mustered all her courage to stand and talk with him when her mind screamed at her to get away. “Why are you doing this?”

	He rolled the wheelchair back and forth. “Why not?”

	“You killed the others?”

	He laughed, and she stifled the urge to cry. “What do you think?”

	She didn’t know how to answer.

	“Come on, Miss Fletcher. You’re a smart lady. Tell me what you think.”

	She bit her lip to try and focus herself. “Yes. You killed them. But I don’t know why.”

	“Why would I kill them?” His gaze traveled upward. “Hmmm.”

	She looked around her for anything she might be able to use against him. The hall looked barren though, and her hopes sank. 

	“It’s a fair question,” he said. “I’ve never had a chance to explain myself before. The others, well, we never had the chance to talk.”

	She said nothing and wrung her hands together. She thought of Gray and prayed she’d find a way out of this. She knew he would return to her room soon and wonder where she was.

	“He won’t find you,” said Stuart, as if reading her mind. “No one will.” His eyes scoured the area around them. “This floor is closed. By the time they look for you here it will all be over.”

	She clenched her jaw. “I still want to know why.”

	His fingers moved over the knife handle, as if he enjoyed the feel of it in his hands. “This is going to be different for me.” He shifted his grip on the handle so that the blade pointed downward. “I’ve always killed fast and easy.” He chuckled. “You, on the other hand, will be quite different.”

	“Stuart…”

	“Maybe this time he’ll take me seriously.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“He’s always gotten everything he ever wanted.”

	“What? What does he have that you don’t?”

	The knife slapped again against his leg, and she tried not to focus on it. She wanted him to talk.

	His lip curled. “Don’t compare me to him. He’s been a spoiled, rich kid from the start. He’s had the upbringing, the friends, the popularity, the grades, the looks, the money, the women, and the success. Everything falls at his feet.” A vein throbbed in his neck. “I’m the only one who’s shown him what suffering is.” His body stood rigid and his knuckles bunched from his grip on the knife. “Somebody had to.”

	Gillian stood her ground, determined to keep her fear at bay. If she planned to survive, she’d have to outsmart or delay him. “What for?” she asked. “What did he do that made you resort to this?”

	He took a moment to consider his answer. “Did he tell you about us? In high school?”

	She nodded her head. “Yes.”

	“He told you about Joanie?”

	“Yes. She committed suicide.”

	His unexpected laughter made her jump and the sound echoed down the halls. “She didn’t commit suicide. I killed her.”

	Her face conveyed her shock. “You what?”

	“She was the first. Not Angela.”

	“But why?”

	His face turned dark, and she could feel the anger build in him. “Because she liked him. She’d always liked him. She just never told him.”

	Gillian sensed his desire to vent, and she remained quiet. 

	“He was with Fran and never knew how Joanie felt. I tried to tell to her that he wasn’t interested. That he didn’t deserve her, but she wouldn’t listen.” His eyes strayed as he remembered, and Gillian suspected the reason for his rage.

	“You liked Joanie, didn’t you?”

	He whipped his head back toward her. “I only wanted her to understand that she was wasting her time, but she was so stupid.” He paused for a moment. “I saw them together that last night.”

	“Saw who?”

	“Her and Grayson. At the campfire on the beach. She made out with him. It was disgusting.” His posture straightened and his outrage rippled through him. “I was out of eyesight. They never saw me.” He slapped the knife again and the tip came close to poking his leg. “I watched them paw at each other. But then, he backed off. Just like I knew he would. He stumbled home and left her there all alone, pining away for him. I watched and waited, and when she got up to go home, I approached her.”

	His eyes wandered; he seemed distracted. Gillian said nothing and within seconds, his attention returned. “We argued. I told her what I thought. That she was weak, wanting someone who could never please her, never satisfy her. Not the way a real man could.”

	“Stuart…” Gillian managed to whisper his name before her throat closed up. She didn’t want to hear what came next.

	“I tried to tell her, to show her.” The knife moved and the blood stain on his scrubs widened as the blade slid over the fabric. “She fought me.” He looked at her with blank eyes. “Can you believe that? I could have given her everything she wanted, but she pushed me away. Called me pathetic. Said she wouldn’t touch me even if I had the money or the looks.” His face hardened. “The more she pushed, the harder I fought. She screamed, and I put my hand over her mouth and nose.” 

	Gillian stood rooted to her spot. She wanted to scream too, but she kept her emotions shielded.

	“It didn’t take that long. It wasn’t as hard as I thought it would be.”

	“Oh god,” said Gillian.

	“Afterward, I dumped her body down by an alcove near the water. I knew the tide would come in and maybe wash her out. They found her three days later. Nobody ever knew it was me.” His mind returned from the past. “And then her mother made that scene at the funeral. I couldn’t believe it. It was as if destiny had smiled down on me. All eyes were on Grayson, not me. I felt exhilarated.”

	Gillian shook her head in disbelief. “You killed her, Stuart.”

	He nodded back. “Yes.”

	“She didn’t deserve that.”

	“I freed her. She was a wreck anyway. Considering the path she was on, she would have died young, regardless.”

	“You don’t know that.”

	He turned angry. “Don’t tell me what I do and do not know, Gillian. You’re just as stupid as the rest of them.”

	She froze at his outburst, but he made no move toward her. “The rest of them?” she asked. “You mean Angela, Erin, and Amy?”

	“Yes. All of them deserved what they got. They needed to be free from him and his curse. I helped them figure that out.”

	The pool of blood below Travis slowly expanded. She felt the warmth of it as it reached her toes and she stepped back. The IV stand pulled with her, the tube that connected her to the bag stretching between her and the pole. She realized that if she ran, she would have to yank the needle from the back of her hand in order to free herself from the bag. Without thinking about it, her fingers found and traced the tape just below her wrist which held the needle in place.

	“His curse?” she asked. “But there is no curse.”

	He rolled his eyes as if he talked to a child. “That’s not the curse I mean. I’m talking about what he does to people. How he uses them.”

	“How does he use people?”

	He chuckled softly but didn’t smile. “He’s done it since I’ve known him. He used Fran, until he didn’t need her anymore. Then he threw her away.”

	Gillian shook her head. “They dated in high school, then they went to college and broke up. It happens all the time.” She didn’t know if arguing with him helped her or not, but she had few other options.

	“No. He dumped her because she didn’t serve his purpose anymore.” His voice rose. “I watched them. Fran was one of the prettiest girls in school. Everybody liked her and all the boys wanted her, and he paraded her around like a trophy.”

	She wondered why that bothered him. “Did you like her too, Stuart?”

	“That is not the point!” he yelled, and she jumped. The knife moved in his hand, and the blade faced forward again. She felt the urge to step away, but she forced herself not to move.

	“He is a parasite. He takes what he wants and leaves only scraps behind. He deserves to know pain.”

	She could barely get her next words out. “Why Angela?”

	He narrowed his eyes, as if he knew she stalled him, but the need to brag about his victories compelled him forward. “He did the same thing with her. He paraded her in front of Fran. Used her to show how desirable he was. He would have dumped her eventually too, when he didn’t need her anymore.”

	“He loved her.”

	“He doesn’t know how to love, Gillian. When are you going to learn?”

	“You caused the car accident?”

	He smiled, and the hair on her skin rose. “Not that difficult really. Just the right push from behind at the right time. Plus, a little adjustment to her brake fluid. It worked beautifully.” He stared off, but then his gaze returned to hers. “They always underestimated me.”

	“Who?”

	“Grayson and Cooper. They thought they shit gold. They sat on their thrones and expected me to be their vassal.” The flare of anger engulfed the hallway. “They had no idea what I was capable of.”

	“Cooper…why not him? Why only target Gray?”

	“Cooper? Because he’s a vain, vapid, worthless idiot. He parades women around, but he knows he’s doing it. He doesn’t pretend. Women, and men for that matter, know he’s an ass right from the beginning. I can respect that much about him. His shortcoming is Grayson. He’s fooled by him.” He slapped the knife again against his bloody scrubs. “Plus, he didn’t have the added benefit of being cursed by Joanie’s mother.”

	Gillian fought to stay centered. She kept the air moving in and out of her lungs as calmly as she could, but she could feel her body tremble. “But you wanted to work with them, didn’t you?”

	The knife smacked harder and the tip of it bit into his skin, but he didn’t react. “They needed me. Cooper knew it. But I know Grayson talked him out of it. Cooper’s always been blind to Gray’s manipulations. After Angela, I thought Gray had learned his lesson, but he wedged his way back in, so I had to show him again.”

	“Erin?”

	“I had a few inside sources at Stone and Steele. I knew he liked her, but she was smart and kept her distance. At least at first. Then Grayson did what he does best. Used his power to manipulate her. Got her fired.” His anger fueled, and he clenched his jaw. “And she fell for it. Just like they all do. He fired her, and she let him into her bed. He got what he wanted again.”

	He winced as blood seeped through his scrubs from his leg. He stared hard at her. “I bumped into Erin on her run three days later. Injected her with some medication I can’t pronounce. I found it through some back channels when I visited some country in South America. It’s great stuff if you’re sick. Not so great if you’re healthy. It can stop the heart during physical exertion. It worked very well.”

	Gillian didn’t know how to react. “God…”

	“I thought that would do it.” He held the knife still. “I thought he would learn. It almost worked. He bowed out of sight. Stayed home a lot. Began to realize that he wasn’t the great and powerful Steele. But then Cooper planned that trip…”

	“To Mexico.”

	He stared off again. “I’d been invited, but I begged off. What they didn’t know was that I was there the whole time. I watched from a distance. Saw the parties, the wasted money, and the debauchery. It was pitiful. And all to cheer Grayson up. It made me ill.”

	“He was grieving…”

	“The only thing he grieved was the loss of control. He would have used Erin too.”

	Gillian could only stand and listen. She knew nothing she said would permeate his madness.

	“I hoped he would take his own life. It would be the one act of courage from him I could respect. I watched him on that beach and waited, and I thought it might happen, but then she showed up, and it made him believe again.” 

	“Amy?”

	“Stupid bitch. She should have known better. She saw a simpering fool and took pity on him.”

	“She wanted to help. She was a good person.”

	“Shut up!” His voice echoed down the hall, and it took everything she had to stay rooted in place. “You don’t know anything. You’re just as pathetic.”

	“Stuart…” she managed to whisper. “Please…” She didn’t continue because he’d stopped listening. His mind had traveled back to his time in Mexico.

	“I watched the two of them. They spent all their time together. Bungee jumping, skydiving, hang-gliding. And like some damn snail, he came out of his shell. And despite everything, he let it happen again, and she didn’t stop him, even though she knew. She knew the risk. They were laughing at me. Mocking me.” The knife sliced again, and this time he made an audible groan. Gillian’s eyes watered with fear.

	“He tried to stop the inevitable, but he underestimated me again. The good news is that Mexico was easy. All I had to do was pay someone to spray that cab in a hail of gunfire. It was just pure damn luck that she shared a taxi with a suspected drug lord. It goes to show you that God was on my side.” He let his hand and the knife relax. “I think God hates him too.”

	Gillian forced herself to think. She had to expect that Gray was looking for her by now. “Amy’s death almost destroyed him. Why wasn’t that enough?”

	“Almost,” he said. “I reveled in my success. He’d been defeated. He’d left work, sold his penthouse, drank himself to sleep, and avoided women like the plague. All I had to do was wait.”

	“For what?”

	“For him to end it. By then, that’s all that would satisfy me. I waited to hear the news. That he’d shot or drowned himself. I knew it would happen eventually. Fran still wanted him, even though she and I were together by then. I could feel it. The mention of his name made her eyes light up. She had no idea what she had right in front of her. I gave her everything…and she still wanted him.”

	Gillian wiped a tear that had trickled down her face; he noticed. “Are you scared, Gillian?”

	She saw no reason to lie. “Yes.”

	“You should be.”

	His gaze made her frantic to keep him talking. “And then Marilyn happened,” she said, and relief flooded her when that faraway gaze returned and his eyes drifted off. 

	“Marilyn…” he said. “She threw a kink into the plan. I heard Fran on the phone with her. Talking about sex. From Fran’s reaction, I knew it was about Gray. She had that same stupid look on her face she gets when she’s thinking about him. It’s pathetic.” He paused and smacked the knife again. “Fran told me how Marilyn gave into him. Let him use her.” The knife slapped harder. “My plan was to meet her…” He stopped and stared vacantly.

	Gillian felt her remaining color drain from her face. Gillian remembered seeing the body on the beach the day she’d met Gray. She shook her head in disbelief. “Why Stuart?”

	He shook his head and his attention returned. “Her death should have ended it,” he said. He spoke casually, as if Marilyn’s murder was of no more concern than driving a friend’s car. “I waited for him to take his own life.” He raised the knife and studied it, seeming surprised by the blood on the blade. But then he looked back at Gillian. His face turned stony and his casual air evaporated. “But then you showed up.”

	Stuart took a step forward, and she took a step back. The IV stand rolled along the floor as the tube between her and the bag stretched taut.

	Her mind raced to think. “Stuart…listen…”

	He raised the hand with the knife and whipped out and sliced through the IV tube, cutting it cleanly in half. She jumped, and a whelp of panic erupted from her throat. The IV tube hung limply from the stand and fluid began to drip into a puddle on the floor.

	“You wanted an interview, right?” He took a few more steps forward; she retreated. 

	“Let me explain…” Her tongue felt as dry as the air she breathed. 

	“Explain what?” he asked. “How do you explain what you did with him? How you let him touch you, paw at you, when you knew. You knew you would die.” He smacked the knife against the palm of his opposite hand.

	She rushed to tell him the truth. “I didn’t sleep with him.”

	He stopped his advance. “You what?”

	Her heart slammed so hard, she had to force herself to speak. “It was an act. I…we never slept together.”

	His mind seemed to drift, but then his eyes narrowed and he stared hard at her. “You suspected, didn’t you?”

	Her voice shook when she answered. “I suspected someone was stalking him. Someone he knew.” Another tear escaped, but she let it roll down her cheek.

	“You were trying to catch me?”

	“I…I…” she fought to find the right words. “I didn’t believe in a curse. It made sense that it was deliberate.”

	He dropped the hand holding the knife back down to his side. “So, you’re smarter than I gave you credit for. I wondered if, or when, someone might begin to suspect. I’m surprised it took as long as it did.”

	She tried to still her shaking hands. “You covered your tracks well. You’re a wise man.”

	He smiled as he recognized her attempt to appease his ego. “You’re much smarter than the rest of them.”

	“But you can’t get away with this. They’ll know.”

	“Know what? That you were slaughtered in a hospital corridor by a madman? So what?”

	“Stuart…they’ll find you.”

	Her observation had no effect on him, and he cocked his head. “Tell me something…” He let the thought hang in the air. “You said you didn’t sleep with him…but you want to, don’t you?”

	The question took her by surprise. “What?”

	His lips turned upward in a sneer. “Do you want him? Does your body respond to his? I saw you two kiss. You lust for him, don’t you?”

	She could feel the emotional charge the question spawned in him. “I…” She struggled to answer. “I just want the story.”

	“Oh,” he said, moving closer, his eyes darkening, “you want much more than that, Miss Fletcher.”

	“Stuart…don’t do this.” She backed up and held up her hand. “They’ll know. They’ll find you.”

	“No,” he said. He shifted the knife in his hand and held it as if he were ready to stab a piece of meat. “They’ll find you. In bits and pieces. And I…” he said, stepping away from Travis and closer to her, “…was never here.”

	The scream in her throat would not emerge and when his forward progress picked up speed, she turned and ran.

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

	 

	GRAY HIT THE up button outside the elevators. When neither door opened, he slapped at them again. He searched the area and saw the door to the stairwell. He ran for it when he heard the elevator ding. He moved back to the door, and when it opened, he waited as an elderly couple emerged and then he jumped on and hit the button for the twelfth floor. The doors began to close when a hand appeared and the doors stopped and retracted. Grayson cursed at the lost time when he saw who stood outside the elevator.

	“Perry?”

	“Is everything okay?” asked the intern.

	“I don’t have time to explain. I’m in a hurry.”

	“You’re Grayson Steele, aren’t you?”

	Grayson almost moaned audibly. “I don’t have time for small talk or autographs. I have to find Gillian.”

	Perry hopped onto the elevator and Grayson protested. “What are you doing?”

	“I’m going to help you find her.” He saw the number twelve highlighted on the panel. “Radiology is on the fourth floor.”

	“That’s not where I’m headed.” Gray watched the doors close.

	“What’s the interest in the twelfth floor? No one is up there.”

	“Listen, Perry,” said Gray, trying not to yell. “I have reason to believe that Miss Fletcher needs help. So whatever we find up there, I need you to stay calm and do whatever needs to be done. I may need you to contact the police.”

	“Police?” Perry looked uncertain. “Why?”

	“Like I said, I don’t have time to explain. I didn’t ask you to join me, but you’re here, so there’s no turning back now.” He hit the number twelve button as if it would make the elevator move faster. “If something happens, just take care of Gillian for me, all right?”

	“I don’t understand, Mr. Steele. Just what exactly do you expect to find up there?”

	Grayson didn’t know how to answer. He stared at the floor buttons as they lit up with the ascending elevator. Nine, ten, and then eleven. “Trouble,” he finally said. “Trouble.”

	 

	**

	 

	Her bare feet flew over the hard floor. All of her fatigue and dizziness evaporated as she raced down the hall. Panicked, she imagined him gaining on her. She made herself glance back, terrified but desperate to know how close he came to reaching her with his bloody knife. She almost stopped when she saw him rise from the floor down the hall, his scrubs stained with blood. The IV stand was in his way, and he shoved it into the wall. It hit hard and fell over, clanging against the ground. Within a split second, she surmised that he had slipped and fallen in Travis’s blood. Seeing his look of fury and feeling the rage pulse from him, she rounded the corner and he disappeared from view. Breathing fast, she searched for a place to hide as tears ran down her face.

	She raced through the corridor, looking into the empty rooms, knowing none of them offered her a safe place to conceal herself. Running from him would not work for long. She could already feel herself tiring, as if her body had already run a marathon, and the need to flee sapped the little energy that remained. Adrenaline fueled her, though, and she continued to move, continually watching behind her to see if he was there. She rounded another corner and for a brief moment, terror almost froze her in her tracks when she imagined running into him, but he wasn’t there. Her eyes searched for any avenue of escape. She found the stairwell door and rushed toward it, only to have her relief dashed when it would not open.

	She jumped when she heard Stuart’s voice echo through the halls. “You can’t escape, Miss Fletcher. I’ve made sure of that. I’ll reach you soon enough. There’s nowhere for you to go.”

	She couldn’t tell where the sound came from. Her fingers shaking, she tried the stairwell door again, but it didn’t budge. She pushed away and headed back into the hall but stopped when she saw a closet. The door stood partially ajar. She raced over to it and peered inside. The room contained supplies. Cleaning products sat on shelves and a broom and mop rested against the back wall. There were scrub brushes, containers of bleach and window cleaner, along with paper towels and spray bottles. The light was off, and she ducked inside. There was ample room for her to squat down and hide in the corner behind the door. She left the door open, figuring it would look too obvious if the door were closed. It also allowed soft light to filter in, and when her eyes adjusted, she could see clearly. She listened and waited, hearing her heart pound and feeling cold sweat pop out on her skin. She made herself take long, deep breaths and tried to regain control of her frantic state. Her body shook with adrenaline and fear. She sat for several minutes and heard nothing. She prayed that her absence from below had been noticed and that Gray was looking for her.

	As she sat in the quiet, half-lit room, her fingers traced the tape on the back of her hand that still covered the needle from her IV. Without thinking, she pulled at the tape and removed the needle. The puncture began to bleed, and she grabbed a paper towel to blot the blood. If she had to defend herself, she didn’t need anything encumbering her ability to fight back. Holding the towel against her skin, she studied the items around her. Several products were arranged on a shelf nearby and she read the names on each. One of the items was a spray bottle, likely bought in a grocery or drug store, since it was plain and white. She noticed a handwritten word on the side of the bottle. It read, “Bleach.”

	She stared at it, and then picked it up, holding it in her hand. She closed her eyes and taking a deep breath, said a silent prayer for help.

	Several minutes passed when she thought she heard a footstep. Opening her eyes, she listened. The quiet lingered, as if the hallways anticipated the looming end to this showdown. The footstep came again, and she strained to hear. She startled when she heard a voice, much closer to her than she expected.

	“Gillian…” 

	She gripped the bottle and froze in mid-breath, frightened that he would hear the air moving in and out of her lungs.

	The footsteps in the hall moved closer and a shadow moved past the door. Her heart beat so fast, she feared it would reveal her location. Her mind whirled as she considered what she would do if he found her.

	The shadow continued on and she heard the steps fade. She felt a small measure of relief when the door didn’t move and her hiding place was not revealed. She quickly realized, though, that she couldn’t stay there. If she were found, she would have nowhere to run. He would return and she had to be gone when he did. If she could get to the elevator, then maybe she could get downstairs and find help. Her ears listened for any other sounds, but she heard nothing. Terrified, but determined to escape, she made herself stand and held her breath, convinced that if she didn’t the sound would reveal her.

	She waited for several seconds, and when nothing happened, she took a tentative step out from behind the door. Peering into the hallway, she saw nothing. Shaking and sweaty, she pushed on the door and it swung open silently. She wished she could stay frozen in place until help arrived, but she knew she had to move. With careful and quiet steps, she stepped into the hallway and almost cried in relief when she saw no one staring back at her. She turned and tiptoed in the opposite direction of where the shadow had moved, still holding the bottle in her hand. She looked into rooms and tried to decide where to hide next when his voice stopped her in her tracks.

	“There you are,” he said. She whirled as he entered the hallway. “I wondered how long you’d wait in the closet.”

	Her throat closed, and she could barely breathe. She began to walk backward.

	He stepped toward her and held the knife in front of him. “You’re not going anywhere. You can only run for so long.” His eyes were blank and cold, and she expected to see them roll back and turn white like a shark ready to attack.

	She had a brief thought of trying to talk to him again, but that vanished when he picked up speed, and she turned and fled. He didn’t fall this time though; he was close behind her. She raced down the corridor, never looking back. Feeling him near, she pushed herself as fast as she could go, her breathing coming in short shallow gasps. Her heart hammered and her side burned from exertion. She turned a corner and had no idea where she was nor where to find the elevator, but all hope was dashed when she felt a hand on her back. Pure terror seized her and then he was on her, her legs buckled, and she went down hard to the ground.

	 

	**

	 

	The elevator dinged and the doors opened. Grayson stepped out onto the floor and Perry followed. Travis’s inert form was the first thing they saw.

	“Oh my god,” said Perry. The blood beneath Travis had spread out into a wide circle. Perry stepped into it and squatted next to Travis’s unconscious form.

	Gray couldn’t believe the scene in front of him. He looked for Gillian but saw only Travis, the empty wheelchair, and the IV stand lying flat on the ground, the tube hanging listlessly. He watched Perry check for Travis’s pulse and his fear shot skyward. “How is he?”

	Perry put pressure on the wound to staunch the flow of blood. “He’s still alive but not for long if he doesn’t get some help.” He searched around him. “You see anything I can put against the wound?”

	Gray looked around. An empty nurse’s station stood behind him, and he peered behind it. He saw a pair of scrubs on a lower shelf. He grabbed them and threw them to Perry, who caught them and held them against Travis’s neck.

	“Call down for help,” said Perry.

	Gray tried to focus on the immediate scene, but he was torn by his need to find Gillian. The floor was quiet, but he knew she had to be nearby.

	“I’ve got to look for Gillian.”

	Perry used what little authority he could muster and spoke harshly. “He’s going to die if we don’t get him some medical attention.”

	Despite his worry for Gillian, Perry’s tone got him moving. “Where’s the phone?” asked Gray.

	“Check the station. It should still work.”

	Gray, still searching the floor as if Gillian would appear out of nowhere, scanned the desk and breathed a sigh of relief when he saw a phone on the opposite side of the work area. He picked it up and heard a dial tone.

	“What number?” he asked.

	He never heard Perry’s answer. A woman’s bloodcurdling scream reverberated through the halls and his skin went ice cold. Forgetting Travis, he dropped the phone and ran.

	 

	**

	 

	Gillian went down hard, hitting the cold hospital floor. A heavy weight pressed down on her, and she fought to gain leverage but the fall took the breath from her, and her strength was waning. Stuart pulled on her legs and a surge of adrenaline made her fight back and kick out. He grunted when her foot connected with his neck. She pushed away, but he grabbed at her ankle and wouldn’t let go. She flailed and fought harder. She remembered the bottle in her hand and when he dragged her back toward him, she lifted it and sprayed him in the face. Cursing, he shut his eyes and let her go. He reached up and wiped at his face, but in his maddened state, the bleach appeared to have little effect. As she attempted to scoot away, he lunged and grabbed her again. She reared up and aimed the bleach, but he lashed out with his empty hand and slapped at her fingers. The bottle was knocked out of her grip, and it skittered across the floor. Eyes watering, he blinked to clear them. She kicked out again and was rewarded with a grunt of pain as she connected with his midsection. She turned, got to her hands and knees, and crawled to escape. The hard surface bruised her, but she kept going, trying to put some distance between them. A sharp pain sliced through her upper arm and she pulled back in shock. Blood oozed from her shoulder and she watched as the knife’s momentum from Stuart’s swing carried it into the floor, creating a deep nick in the surface. He’d barely missed her. Seeing him raise the knife once more, she turned to defend herself. Desperate to deter him, her throat finally opened and her scream of desperation erupted and sliced through the air. Her feet fought for purchase and she pushed back, but it felt as if she moved through molasses. She managed to gain some distance from him, but she froze in terror when he reached out, gripped her ankle, and yanked her back again.

	 

	**

	 

	Gray rushed through the hallways, headed toward the scream. He didn’t know at first which way to run, since the echo bounced through the vacant halls, but he continued to hear her cries of struggle, as if the scream had opened up a vent, and he used it to lead him toward her.

	“Gillian!” he yelled. He raced to find her, searching walkways and empty rooms.

	Another scream ripped through the vacant floor and he listened, trying to determine a direction, and he turned down another hall. He saw nothing, but then another corridor intersected and he ran, rounded the corner, and came to a cold stop. Breathing hard, his skin prickled when he took in the scene in front of him. Stuart held Gillian against him, a knife at her throat. She was gasping and digging her fingers into the arm that held the knife. Her bare legs were kicking at the floor and she was fighting to pull away. Blood trickled down her arm. When Grayson came into view, she saw him and cried out, but Stuart’s hold on her prevented her escape. She whimpered and Grayson saw tears streak down her face. Seeing him, she stopped fighting, although her body betrayed her when she shook with fear.

	Gray tried to think, but his mind went blank. Stuart stared back at him and grinned. His maniacal look told Gray his friend had descended into madness. Stuart’s rapid breathing ruffled Gillian’s hair and when he saw Gray, he yanked Gillian hard up against him. Gillian winced when the knife creased her throat.

	He reached out his hand. “Stuart,” he said. “Don’t.”

	Stuart attempted to catch his breath. He sat up taller and pulled Gillian up with him. She moaned in protest.

	Gray’s heart constricted. He gentled his voice. “Stuart. Stop. Don’t hurt her.”

	Stuart studied him. “Hello, Gray. You’re early. I’m not quite done here.” He tightened his hold, and Gillian sucked in a breath. “Miss Fletcher and I have some unfinished business.”

	Gray’s heart ached to see her terror-filled eyes. “It’s me you want, Stuart. Kill me, not her.”

	Stuart appeared to appraise his situation and his breathing slowed. “I’ll kill you all right,” he said. “In my own way. You’ll suffer. I’ll make you watch her die.” He lurched up and attempted to stand, taking Gillian with him. She groaned at the hold he had on her neck, but her feet found secure footing and she managed to stand with him. She held Gray’s gaze, and he mustered every ounce of strength to convey calm assurance to her.

	Gray searched for a way to talk to the man who’d caused him so much pain. “Listen to me,” said Gray. He stepped forward and Stuart stepped back, his hold still securely around Gillian. “This is not her fault. Whatever anger you have or grudge you hold, blame me, not her.” He took another step forward. “Just let her go.”

	“I’m not going to do that.” He continued to pull Gillian back. “I know where this leads. I’ll kill you both.”

	Gray told him the truth and hoped it wouldn’t backfire. “You can’t escape this. No matter what happens, they’ll know it was you. You have to stop. Just let her go. You can use me as a hostage.”

	Stuart erupted. “I don’t want a hostage!” Gray almost took a step backward and Gillian clenched her eyes shut, as if expecting the fatal blow. Stuart’s voice quieted. “I just want you to suffer.”

	Gray softened his own voice. “Why?” he asked, trying to keep Stuart talking. “What did I do?”

	Stuart’s eyes narrowed, and if hatred had form, Gray felt certain he would have seen it conform to Stuart’s shape. “You’re just like him.”

	Grayson remained calm, although his insides quivered. “Just like who?”

	Stuart cackled as if the last fringes of his mind had begun to unravel. “My father.”

	Gray didn’t understand. “You’re father?”

	Stuart spat onto the floor, and Gillian’s eyes flared wide and she grimaced. “He was an arrogant, selfish bastard. Wealthy, successful, unfaithful. I was never good enough for him. Told me I was worthless. That I should be more like that Steele kid. The one with all the charisma.”

	“Stuart,” Gray’s eyes widened. A brief memory flickered of Stuart’s father from their high school years. Stuart had never spoken highly of the man. “I’m sorry.” He wanted to move closer, but he didn’t want to tip Stuart over the edge. “I didn’t know.” 

	Stuart’s face dripped with wrath. “Of course you didn’t. No one did. No one ever taught that man a lesson. Not even my mother, who stood by like the simpering coward she was, letting him use her, until I took care of it for her.” He tightened his hold on Gillian’s neck, and she gasped. A trickle of blood dripped down her neck.

	Gray fought to keep his voice even. “What are you saying?” He did his best to stay focused on Stuart. “What happened to your father?”

	“I destroyed him,” he yelled. He stepped back farther and bumped into the wall when he reached the end of the corridor. His demeanor relaxed. “Just the way I’m going to destroy you.”

	Gray searched for the right words. “Destroying me won’t help.” He raised his arms in surrender. “But I’m here. Right now.” He flicked his eyes to Gillian’s in a vain attempt to communicate, but he doubted if she got the message. “You want to hurt me? Go ahead. Kill me. Take me, Stuart. Not her.”

	For a quiet moment, Stuart appeared to consider his offer, but then his eyes shifted again and the dark wave of malice he exuded magnified.

	“You think you’re so smart, don’t you?” He tilted his head toward Gillian. “I know what you want me to do. You think I’m stupid.”

	Stuart was unraveling, but Gray didn’t know how to stop it. “I don’t think you’re stupid.”

	“Yes, you do.” Stuart’s knuckles turned white against the knife handle.

	Gray stepped forward in desperation. “Stuart…stop.”

	“I want you to watch.” Stuart pressed back against the wall, and Gillian clenched. “Watch as I take her away from you. And she dies in your arms.”

	 

	**

	 

	As Stuart spoke, Gillian, despite her trembling, held still. She hated her vulnerability. Grimacing, she anticipated the sharp slice of cold metal against her skin. The intensity of the fear that coursed through her as she prepared to die brought her life into pinpoint focus. She thought of her family and ached to tell them how much she loved them. She prayed for Gray and sent out a silent apology for all that had gone wrong. She heard the conversation between Gray and Stuart, but their voices barely registered. Gripping Stuart’s arm, she prepared for the worst. And when they bumped against the wall and he raised the knife, she closed her eyes and waited. Preparing to feel the sharp blade slice into her, she was surprised when she felt a slight release of the pressure of Stuart’s arm against her neck. Cracking her eyelids open, she saw Gray but also caught sight of movement to her left. She tracked the unexpected shape from her peripheral vision and felt an acute moment of shock when a figure emerged from around a wall down the hallway. Her eyes shifted in that direction, and she saw who it was. The figure held a gun and stood ready to use it. The overwhelming need to survive surged through her and, trusting her instincts, she relaxed her hold on Stuart’s forearm. As Stuart raised the knife, she felt his grip loosen along with hers and a kernel of hope raced through her.

	Everything seemed to move in slow motion. Grayson yelled “No!” and she brought her elbow up and then down hard into Stuart’s midsection. The punch to his gut gave her enough leverage to drop low and away as a shot rang out and the noise deafened her. She fell to the ground, preparing again to feel the sharp edge of the knife rip at her flesh, but she felt nothing. Hands wrapped around her and pulled her back. Fearing another attack from Stuart, she fought and pushed against them, but the sound of her name pierced her fog of fear.

	“Gillian, it’s me. It’s Gray.”

	She stopped her struggle and focused her eyes. Grayson was holding her at arm’s length, and an overwhelming sense of relief engulfed her.

	Breathing rapidly, she trembled in shock. Her aching muscles wouldn’t move, but her eyes darted and she searched for Stuart.

	“It’s okay,” said Gray. “It’s over.” She followed his gaze. Stuart lay unmoving on the ground; an ugly wound in his head. Blood splattered the walls in an ugly, thick asymmetric pattern. A man stood over him, holding his fingers to Stuart’s neck. He straightened and shook his head. Hands shaking, he holstered his gun.

	“Kenny,” said Gray, breathless.

	Kenny blinked, his face pale. “He’s dead,” he said. “You’re safe now, Miss Fletcher.” Despite his shock, he remained composed and professional. “Will you two be okay while I’ll go get some help?” 

	Grayson nodded. “We’ll be okay.” His voice quivered. Kenny slowly stepped away from the body and left the scene.

	Gillian met Gray’s gaze and she finally allowed the last reserves of terror to dissolve and let her arms relax. Tears threatened to fall as the adrenaline began to dissipate, and she shook from the effects of the attack. Blood coursed down her arm, but she felt nothing. Her body seemed to shrink, and Gray pulled her inward and wrapped his arms around her. She let herself be held as he rocked and soothed her. “It’s over. I’ve got you.”

	Hearing his words, she buried her face into his neck, wrapped herself around him, and let go, crying hot tears of relief.

	 

	


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

	 

	HEARING THE SHOWER run, Gray closed the door to his bathroom. He’d returned home with Gillian a short time ago. She’d been quiet and sullen, and when he’d tried to talk to her, she did not engage. Both were numb from exhaustion, so he couldn’t fault her for not wanting to have a conversation.

	Max trotted up and Gray stooped over and patted him on the head. The dog had greeted them when they’d returned. He’d been under Gray’s feet ever since they’d been back. He ruffled the dog’s fur.

	Max sniffed him and barked. “It’s all right, Max,” said Gray. “Everything’s fine.” He didn’t know if he spoke to the dog or himself. 

	He picked up his cell phone. Cooper had called earlier and Gray needed to call him back. The scene had been utter chaos at the hospital, and he’d had little time to explain the situation to his friend. The media had been alerted and had waited outside the building to get whatever news or interview they could find. Police filled the hallways, and the entire twelfth floor had become a crime scene. Perry had become an overnight hero when he detailed his account of saving Travis’s life, although the man hired to protect Gillian was still in critical condition with a tentative prognosis. 

	He hit the call button and listened as it rang on the other end. Cooper picked up on the second ring.

	“Hey,” said Cooper. “You okay?”

	Grayson groaned with fatigue and rubbed at his face. “Depends on your definition of okay.”

	“What the hell happened? This place is a madhouse. I’ve had two reporters try to sneak into my room and Franklin’s had to throw them out.”

	“You haven’t heard?”

	“It’s all over the news, and I’m trying to believe it. Stuart tried to kill Gillian?”

	Gray clenched his eyes at the memory of the knife at Gillian’s neck. “He’s my stalker, Coop.” Not trusting his balance, he found a chair and sat down. “He killed all of them, including Joanie. And he almost killed Gillian.”

	“Holy shit, Gray.” Silence ensued as Gray waited for Cooper to assimilate the news. “It was him all along?”

	Gray rested his elbows on his knees. The shower continued to run and he listened to the comforting sound of the spray. “All along.”

	“I don’t know what to say. How’s Gillian?”

	“She’s coping. The doctor wanted her to stay overnight, but she refused. With all the craziness at the hospital, it’s probably for the best anyway.”

	“Did she get hurt?”

	“She’s got stitches in her upper arm, and bumps and bruises, plus the damage from the smoke inhalation, but she’ll be fine. Tests were all negative.”

	“That’s great. I’m glad she’s okay. How are you?”

	Gray didn’t know how to answer. “Physically, I’m exhausted, but I’ll survive.”

	“What about mentally?”

	He waited before he answered. “That may take some time.”

	Cooper took his own pause. “I hear you. You need anything?”

	“Just a hot shower and a very long sleep.” A thought occurred to him. “How’s Fran? Does she know?”

	“I’ve been trying to reach her. Hell, if she’s watching the news, she knows.”

	“Damn…” He hated the idea of her learning about Stuart from the TV. “Keep trying, would you?”

	“You know I will. I heard Travis is touch-n-go.”

	“He lost a lot of blood, but he’s still alive. They transfused him, but the doctor says his vitals are strong, so they’re hopeful.”

	“Jesus, Gray.” There was a hesitation on the line. “Is it true that Kenny took Stuart down?”

	Gray, despite his attempt to avoid it, saw the image of Stuart falling and blood splattering clearly in his mind. “He shot Stuart in the head. Saved Gillian’s life. Likely mine too.”

	“Shit…” Grayson heard Cooper take a breath. “How did he find you?”

	Gray remembered asking the same question at the hospital after Gillian gave her statement. “Said he’d received a phone call, telling him to return to the hospital. That you had regained consciousness and wanted to talk to him. When he arrived, some big guy stopped him. Told him that Gillian was in trouble on the twelfth floor. He headed up and heard the ruckus.”

	“Some guy? Who was he?”

	“Kenny didn’t know and didn’t see him afterwards. I asked him to describe him.”

	“And?”

	“The description matches the man in the fire who told me where to find Gillian.”

	“The man in the fire? What man?”

	Gray sighed from fatigue. “I didn’t get a chance to tell you. There was a man in your house. When I went in to look for Gillian, I couldn’t find her. A man showed up, threw a mask on my face, and showed me where she was. If it wasn’t for him, well…”

	“And you never saw him afterward?”

	“No.”

	“Really? That’s interesting.”

	Gray caught the tone in Cooper’s voice. “What? Do you know something?”

	“Just that sexy Eve disappeared as well. I’ve been asking about her and no one knows who she is.”

	Grayson remembered her well. He tried to put the pieces together, but his mind would not function.

	“Guess Miss Fletcher has some guardian angels,” said Cooper. Grayson didn’t answer. He fought to keep his eyes open. “Hey,” he heard Cooper say. “You there?”

	The shower shut off and he sat up in his seat and stifled a yawn. “Yeah. I’m here.”

	“Do me a favor and go get some shut eye. Did you close your front gate?”

	“The moment I pulled in.” He and Gillian had managed to sneak out the back of the hospital without the press knowing, but Gray knew it was only a matter of time before they found him at his house.

	“Good. Call me tomorrow. They’re supposed to spring me in the morning.”

	“Okay.” 

	“And Gray?”

	“Yeah, Coop?”

	“I’m glad it’s over, and that you and Gillian are safe.”

	Gray smiled into the phone and gave his own silent prayer of gratitude. “Thanks, Coop. Me too.” He wanted to say more, but the words wouldn’t form.

	“Go get some rest.”

	“I will. Good night.”

	“Good night.”

	He hung up the phone and turned it off. The last thing he needed was some reporter calling him at 3 am and waking him up. He didn’t think they had his cell number, but if they tried hard enough, he knew they would get it eventually.

	He stood and stretched. He walked up to the bathroom door and listened. When they had come home earlier, neither of them were hungry and without thinking, they’d walked straight upstairs. Gillian had headed toward her room, but Gray had stopped her. He sensed her distress and knew she felt vulnerable. Without thinking twice, he guided her into his room. He turned on the shower and sat her down on the toilet seat. He went into her room and found a night gown and robe and her toothbrush. He came back into the bathroom and laid out her items on the counter top. They’d wrapped her bandage in waterproof tape, and he told her to take her time.

	Saying nothing, she’d watched him leave and he’d left her in there while he made his phone call. Now, he knocked softly at the door. “You all right?” he asked.

	He heard a soft rustling sound and imagined her drying herself with a towel. “Yes,” she answered. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

	“No hurry.” He waited at the door to be sure she was okay, and then returned to his seat and tried to fathom the events of the day. Max sat down at his feet and cocked his head.

	After a few minutes, the door opened. She stood in a white nightgown, and her wet hair sat in gentle waves on her back and shoulders. A bandage was wrapped around the upper part of her arm. He stood and saw the signs of fatigue on her face. She looked like she could drop where she stood.

	“Shower’s all yours,” she said and walked toward the door.

	“Where are you going?” he asked.

	“To my room,” she said.

	“Not tonight.” He moved over to the side of his bed. When he’d realized that he and Gillian would be coming back to the house that evening, he’d called his housekeeper. He wanted to return to a presentable home and fresh sheets.

	Her eyes questioned him when he lifted the covers. “Sleep,” he said. “That’s what we both need right now.” She nodded but stayed rooted to her spot. “And I don’t know about you,” he continued, “but I don’t want to sleep alone tonight.”

	The impact of his words reached her. “Me either,” she said, and she walked over, slid into the bed, and he covered her. Max jumped up as well and curled into a ball at the foot of the mattress.

	“I’m going to take a shower,” he said. She nodded against the pillow, but her head popped up when he walked away.

	“You’ll stay with me?” she asked. Worry reflected in her eyes.

	He moved back to the bed and took her hand that lay above the covers. “I’ll be right here.” She rested her head back down and he pulled the blankets up. “Now go to sleep.”

	She closed her eyes, and he watched her finally relax. After he was sure she rested, he grabbed a towel and took his own shower. The hot spray wiped away the hours of stress and the remnants of their confrontation with Stuart. He stepped from the stall and dried himself, feeling his mental weight diminish and his body unwind. After whipping the towel through his hair, he decided he was too tired to dry it. He threw on some clean pajamas and stepped out of the bathroom.

	Looking at the bed, he saw Gillian had left the lamp on but she had turned on her side and moved further over, giving him room. He watched her sleep for a few brief seconds, but then reached down and flipped off the light. He raised the bed sheets and slipped in between them and almost sighed out loud in relief. Max popped his head up and watched as if to ensure that both adults were where they should be, and then dropped his head back down. 

	Gray laid his head on the pillow. Seeing Gillian sleeping next to him, he wondered if she was still awake. He turned sideways and stared at her back. His eyelids began to drift and his body slowly succumbed to fatigue, but before he surrendered to slumber, he moved up closer to her and without thinking, placed his hand on her waist. His eyelids opened slightly when he felt her fingers on his pulling him closer. And as she moved back toward him, he curled up against her and fell fast asleep.

	 

	


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

	 

	THE CRY OF seagulls woke him, and he cracked his eyes open to see murky light filtering through the blinds. He had no idea what time it was. His last memory was of waking at 4 am to use the bathroom. He’d stumbled through the dark, hardly coherent, used the facilities, and returned to the bed, snuggling up to Gillian as he had before, and falling right back to sleep. Now, blinking the slumber from his eyes, he tried to focus and saw Gillian across from him. She’d moved and now faced him. Her eyes were open, and she was watching him. He stared back and admired her in the dusty light. The fatigue she’d exhibited the night before had lifted, and her eyes were vivid and no longer red-rimmed. She said nothing as she lay against the pillows. The blanket was pulled up to her shoulder, and he began to feel warm underneath the blankets. He had no intention of approaching her. The ordeal she’d been through the previous day would require time for her to recover and he didn’t want to confuse her even more, or take advantage of any emotional pitfalls.

	Since she continued to stare and he began to feel himself react, he chose to break the silence. “Good morning. How do you feel?”

	She didn’t answer but only continued to watch him with her attentive eyes.

	“Gillian?” he began to ask, but she answered with only one syllable.

	“Shhh.”

	“What?” he whispered.

	“Don’t talk.”

	He did as she asked and wondered why she wanted the silence. But as he continued to lie there unmoving, he felt an almost imperceptible energy in the air, and then she turned in the bed. Holding his breath, he watched her move her arms beneath the covers, reach low, and pull up from below, and his whole body shivered when he watched her wriggle her nightgown up, lift it over her head, and throw it on the ground. The covers still hid her, but now he knew she wore nothing beneath them. His breathing seemed to short circuit and he tried to speak, but he could only say her name.

	“Gillian…”

	She gave him the same response. “Shhh. Don’t talk.” She turned back to her side in the bed and watched him again but did not move.

	He held her gaze and tried to grasp what to do next. She’d fired the first shot and she’d hit her target. Now it was his turn to make the next move. He wanted to say something, but she wouldn’t let him. When he thought about what to tell her, he realized he didn’t know. Words seemed useless, and he wondered if she thought the same. After all they’d been through, maybe action was the next best step.

	Making up his mind, he followed her lead and rolled onto his back. He pulled off his pajama top and dropped it to the floor. Then he reached down and pulled his bottoms off as well and they followed the top to the ground. Then he turned in the bed and looked back at her. He took a deep breath to calm his heart. He’d fired the return volley and now he waited to see what she’d do.

	He didn’t have to wait long. Moving with sinewy precision, she moved across the bed. Placing her hand on his shoulder, she pushed him onto his back and her leg moved over him. Sliding her body over his, she straddled him, her body laying completely on top of him.

	His heart slammed hard into his chest when he felt her soft skin glide over his and it took every ounce of restraint he had not to touch her. But he chose to let her be the aggressor, and although his breathing picked up and he ached to kiss her, he held back. By the twinkle in her eye, he knew she wanted to torment him, and he decided to let her.

	She moved her hand over his chest and her touch tingled on his skin. Watching her, he could see her eyes rove over his face and chest, as if savoring him. He wondered how much longer he could hold out when she pushed up and lifted her torso. Her knees came up to his waist as she sat astride him, and he got a full view of her magnificent body. He let his gaze rove over her beautiful skin and narrow waist, up her ribcage to her full breasts, sexy shoulders, and long neck, and he moaned. His breath caught in his throat, and his whole body reacted to her. He gripped at the sheets to keep from touching her.

	A movement on the edge of the bed caught his eye, and he saw Max poke his head up. He managed a steady breath and spoke. “Downstairs, Max.”

	The dog cocked his head. Gillian looked behind her, and Gray saw her smile. The dog looked back at her but then seemed to get the message when he stood and jumped to the floor. Leaving the room, his nails clicked against the wooden floor as he trotted down the stairs.

	Gillian turned back and their eyes met. For a brief moment, she looked uncertain and Gray wondered if she’d changed her mind. He didn’t move.

	Finally, she spoke. “Do you have something?”

	It dawned on him then. “Oh, hell.” He glanced toward his nightstand. “Yes. In the drawer.” He reached for it, but she stopped him.

	She smiled again and something shot through him; he couldn’t stop looking at her. “We’ll get it in a minute.” Her gaze lingered on his chest and then lowered. Heat bloomed through his body when she moved her fingers over his belly. Breathing became difficult and he froze when she moved her fingers lower. Letting out a shuddered breath, he almost grabbed and pulled her back down, but she moved and took his hands in hers and brought them to her knees, encouraging him. He let her guide his touch. With her hands over his, he caressed his fingers over her skin, trailing them up her thighs. As they moved higher, he heard her take a breath. Roaming his hands up her legs, he slid them up to her hips and he cupped her buttocks. She ground her lower body into his, and he gasped at the sensation of her moving against him. Looking down, she let her gaze follow their hands as he moved them up to her ribcage. He lightly touched a scar beneath her breast, and she moaned. The sound of her excitement drove him forward and he lifted his torso and pressed his upper body against hers. She dropped her hands, and he moved his upward until they found and cupped her breasts and she arched against him.

	“Grayson,” he heard her whisper. He felt her hands on his back, and they traveled up to his shoulders until he felt them in his hair. She arched farther and at her direction, he leaned forward and his lips touched the sensitive skin of her breast. He moved his hands behind her waist and pulled her close. Sliding his mouth to her nipple, he felt and heard the shockwave move through her when he tasted it. He let his tongue and lips continue their ministrations and by the sound of her breathing and the hands in his hair, he knew his touch drove her wild and he reveled in pleasing her.

	He slid his mouth up from her breasts and his lips explored her neck. He kissed the crease inflicted from Stuart’s knife. She tensed, but his soothing touch relaxed her and his hands caressed her and he felt her return fully to his touch.

	Imagining all the things he wanted to do to her, he almost lost his train of thought when she boldly slipped her hand down between their bodies. Audibly groaning, he grabbed for her wrist when he felt her touch him. Things were moving fast enough, and he wanted to slow it down and enjoy every inch of her. Holding her hand, he let his lips travel to the opposite side of her neck and he tasted her salty skin as she rocked against him. He let go of her hand, wrapped his arms around her, and let his torso drop back down to the bed, taking her with him. Back on top of him, with her body pressed into his, their eyes met. Desperate for her, he moved his hands up and into her hair. Pulling her down, he met her lips in a fiery kiss. Their mouths moved hungrily as they each sought to deepen the connection. Holding her against him, he rolled, pinning her beneath him. They continued to kiss, but now he moved his body against hers, as she had done to him. She gasped in his mouth, and he silenced her with his tongue, sliding it over hers. She matched his movements with her own. His mouth slanted over hers and he remembered their kiss on the patio, the heat of it. He thrilled in the fact that this time he didn’t need to stop. That he could taste her and touch her and satisfy her completely. Their rapid breath intermingled and, continuing to kiss him, she wrapped her arms and legs around him. Feeling her urge him forward, he lifted his mouth from her lips.

	“Gillian,” he said in a breathless whisper and he tried to focus on speaking.

	Her hazy eyes found his, and she attempted to adjust to the unexpected pause. “I know. It’s in the drawer. I’ll get it.”

	She began to move but he stopped her. “Not that.”

	Her hands moved on his back and then went lower. He made the effort to not be distracted. “What?” she asked.

	“Listen to me,” he said.

	Staring at his lips, she lifted her head and they kissed again, their tongues exploring and mouths searching, before she pulled back. “I’m trying to,” she said, trying to catch her breath. “What is it?”

	Her sexy gaze made him melt, and he couldn’t help but drop down and kiss her swollen lips once more. He ravaged her mouth before he made himself still with monumental will and spoke once more. “This is not a one-time thing for me.” 

	She quieted and listened.

	“I don’t want this to be over before we start.” She blinked back at him. “This is the real deal. You write your story, but I want you to stay.” He held motionless and waited for her reaction. Her hands trailed up his torso and shoulders, and she cupped his face in her hands and kissed him gently.

	“Screw the story. I want you. I’ve always wanted you, from the first moment I saw you.”

	He stilled, letting her words penetrate. Looking into her eyes, all his doubts evaporated and he captured her lips again in a searing kiss. She wrapped herself around him and met his need with her own yearning desire. 

	Dragging his lips off of hers, he said breathlessly, “We need to get to that drawer.”

	And as he prepared to join her body to his, he realized that for the first time in years, he could enjoy and bask in the sheer pleasure of making love to a woman without fear. Smiling and ready for her after accessing the nightstand, he reached down between them and touched her intimately. She moaned and arched into him. 

	 “Get ready, sweetheart,” he said. “It’s gonna be a good day.”

	 

	**

	 

	Hours later, Grayson turned on his cell phone. He had twenty-eight messages. He turned it back off and smiled at Gillian, who lay next to him with her head on his arm. 

	“Don’t you think you should listen to them?” she asked.

	“No.”

	“Why not?”

	“Because I know who it is. It’s reporters. They want me to comment on what happened.”

	“It’s probably Cooper too. And what about your mom?”

	Grayson groaned. He hadn’t thought about his mother hearing the news. “I’ll talk to them later.” He admired the shape of her under the sheet draping over her from her hip down. “I’d rather focus on you.”

	“We’ve been focusing on each other all day,” she said, grinning.

	“Not all day. We did get some lunch.”

	“I thought that was dinner.”

	“Depends on what time it is.”

	“What time is it?” she asked.

	“I have no idea.”

	She moved in the bed, and he felt his body respond to her again. He’d never felt such a powerful attraction to a woman before. The sight of her and the way she reacted to him gave him chills. Even when he thought he was spent, all she had to do was touch him and he’d answered with no delay. 

	Her body had acted as hungry as his. When he’d thought she’d dozed, she’d surprised him when she suddenly awoke and reached for him again, anxious for his touch. He felt lured in by her, as if she wiggled on a hook and he was a starving fish. Her smile, her scent, the way her fingers and lips brushed over his skin in just the right places drove him mad with lust. He didn’t want it to end.

	Looking out the window, he saw the dimming light. When they’d eaten earlier, he’d noticed the clouds and the billowing wind. The skies warned of the impending storm. With all the activity of the last few days, he’d paid little attention to the weather and wondered when, or if, the storm would reach land. For all he knew, a hurricane could be on its way.

	All thoughts of storms vanished though as he raised his hand and brushed a strand of hair from Gillian’s face. “You sleepy?” he asked.

	“No.”

	“You want to get up?”

	“No.”

	“You want to talk?”

	“No.”

	He made a face at her. “Then what else could we possibly do?”

	Her eyes drifted up and she stared at his mouth. “I have an idea.”

	He grinned. “What?”

	“I noticed you’ve got a mighty big bathtub in there.”

	His grin became a frown. “That’s not the answer I was expecting.”

	She smiled, moved her leg, and her toe grazed his ankle. “Want to take a bath with me?”

	Her touch made him shiver, and he reached his own foot out to meet hers. He moved it against her instep and imagined her in a tub full of bubbles. “How hot do you like the water?”

	Her eyes met his. “Hot,” she said.

	“Hot?” He slid up close to her. “How hot?” 

	She leaned in and kissed him. He met her kiss with equal urgency before she pulled back. “Very hot,” she said in a whisper.

	Looking at her, he debated forgoing the tub, knowing she wouldn’t say no. But the thought of sitting in the bathtub with her while water caressed and dripped down her skin gave him chills. He pushed up and out of the bed. “Your wish is my command.”

	 

	**

	 

	Jets whirring, the bubbles popped and spilled over the side of the tub. Gray sat on one end and Gillian on the other. They’d covered her bandage with a waterproof covering, and she insisted it didn’t hurt, although he didn’t believe her. Her foot moved over his thigh, and he took her toes in his hand and massaged them. She visibly relaxed and leaned her head back.

	“Feel good?” he asked.

	“Mmmm…” she said. “Very.”

	He didn’t want to spoil the mood, but he wanted to ask her a question. “You doing all right?”

	Her eyes peered back at him. “I’m naked in a tub with you. I’m doing just fine.”

	His hands kneaded her heel. “That’s not what I mean.”

	He felt her tense up as he moved his fingers up to her calf. “Gillian?”

	“I don’t want to talk about it.”

	“You sure?” Her finger traced the mark on her throat where the knife had left a scab. “Yesterday was pretty terrifying.”

	She pulled her foot out of his grasp and sat up. “Can we talk about something else?”

	He nodded. “We can if you want.” He waited but she didn’t say anything. “It’s just that you could have been killed yesterday. I don’t think something as intense as that should be swept under the rug.”

	Crossing her arms, she leaned back again. She didn’t look at him.

	“You risked your life for me.”

	Her gaze met his. “Does that bother you?” she asked.

	It was his turn to sit up. He reached out of the tub and turned off the jets. The room went quiet. “Your damn right it bothers me. What we did was stupid.”

	“It worked, didn’t it?”

	“At a pretty high price though.”

	“Are you saying you’d rather be back where you were?”

	“No, I’m not saying that.”

	“Then what?”

	“He almost killed you.”

	“But he didn’t.”

	He couldn’t understand her lack of emotion. “Doesn’t that upset you?”

	Her face displayed the first hint of fear. “Of course it does. He scared me to death.”

	“You shouldn’t have done it.”

	“Why not?”

	“It was too big of a risk.”

	She played with a bubble. “Great reward comes with great risk.”

	“I should have never agreed to it.”

	“Are you saying you feel guilty?”

	“Hell, yes. I do.”

	“You think you weren’t worth the risk?”

	“Was it worth losing you? No.”

	“And if I hadn’t done it, would we be here right now? Would we have ever had a chance to be together?”

	He conceded her point. “I can’t argue with that. But if it had gone the other way…”

	“But it didn’t.”

	“But if it had, I would have never forgiven myself.”

	“But it didn’t, so…”

	“So?” he asked.

	“So.” She swatted at the bubbles. “What do we do now? Keep reliving the past?” 

	“What do you mean?”

	Her hand fell back into the water, and her fear turned to frustration. “You have your life back, Gray. Yes, it was ugly. Yes, he almost killed me. Yes, I questioned my sanity when he had the knife at my neck. But none of that matters now.”

	“I think it does.”

	“Only if you let it.”

	Gray thought back. “How am I supposed to get that visual out of my head—of him holding you, threatening you?”

	“Grayson, you’re free now. Don’t let him continue to haunt you.”

	He sat back against the tub and the tension from yesterday returned. “If he’d hurt you—”

	“But he didn’t.”

	“Are you really as calm as you’re acting? Because I’m having a hard time with it and I’m not the one who was attacked.”

	“I’m dealing with it.”

	“Don’t do it alone.”

	“I’ll be fine.”

	“Gillian.” He lifted his torso and leaned up close to her. “Please don’t be brave with me. If you’re upset, tell me.”

	She stayed quiet, but then she rose up and brought her face close to his. The suds compressed between them. “Listen.” She spoke quietly and traced her fingers down his bicep nervously. “I’ll admit I’m a little freaked out by what happened. I thought…” When she paused, Grayson found her other hand under the water and squeezed it. “I thought he was going to kill me.” Her eyes filled, and he grabbed her knees and pulled her closer. Her legs wrapped around his waist, and he held her against him. “And in that moment, when he raised the knife, I…”

	“You what?”

	“I thought of my family and how upset they’d be.”

	He felt her tremble but didn’t interrupt. “And I thought of all the things I’d never do, and I felt regret.” 

	A tear slipped down her cheek, and she wiped it away. “But you know what I didn’t think about?”

	“What?”

	“You.”

	He didn’t know what to say.

	“I didn’t blame you. I didn’t entertain one single thought of regret about the decision to find the man responsible for the horrific crimes he’d committed. I knew, that no matter if I lived or died, that we had succeeded. We had found him, and you’d never have to live in fear again, and neither would the women you loved.”

	Her words surprised him. “Why would you sacrifice yourself for me? Do you know me that well?”

	She cupped his face with her hand. “I know you better than you think I do.”

	“You do?”

	“Yes, I do.”

	“How?” Her openness and her proximity made his heart, as well as other parts, warm.

	She looked away. “Let’s just say I have my ways.”

	He sighed and brushed his nose against hers. “That’s right. I keep forgetting you’re a nosy reporter.”

	Her posture relaxed as he trailed his hands over her legs and she sighed. “I’m good at finding things out. Remember that.”

	He moved his mouth close to hers but didn’t kiss her. “And what if I have more secrets up my sleeve?” he asked.

	She stared off again. “We all have secrets.” 

	Her tone piqued his interest. “Do you have secrets?”

	Her gaze darted back to his, and he caught her shift of discomfort. “Me?” she asked. She moved her hand to his shoulder. “What if I did?”

	He let his hands travel to her back, and he rubbed her tense muscles. Leaning in, he spoke softly into her ear. “After all you’ve done for me, you’d have to be a terrorist preparing to torture me before I could ever be upset by it.”

	Her head popped up. “You’re sure about that?”

	He sensed her hesitation. “Are you trying to tell me something?”

	“It’s just that…”

	“What?”

	She stared at her fingers. “I haven’t told you everything about me.”

	“How could you? You haven’t exactly had the chance. We’ve both been a little preoccupied.”

	Her hand on his shoulder slid to his chest and her eyes followed it. “There are things you should know.”

	He had an idea what that might be. “Is this about the man and woman who helped us find you?”

	He felt her stiffen. “What?” she asked.

	He didn’t let her off the hook. “You know what I’m talking about. The man in the fire who told me you were in the closet and who also directed Kenny to the twelfth floor. The nurse in Cooper’s room.” He tried to catch her eye. “You want to tell me about them?”

	Her fingers trailed over his chest and he wondered if she was deliberately trying to distract him. “I told you I had someone watching out for me.”

	He raised an eyebrow. “You want to share any more than that?”

	She hesitated. “Not right now.” She finally met his look. “I’m just not sure how to explain it.” Her eyes turned sad. “Is that okay?”

	Not wanting to upset her, he chose not to push further. “If this is the secret you don’t want to tell me about,” he moved his hands up and brushed the hair off her shoulders, “then tell me when you’re ready.” Her shoulders dropped. “But you know you can tell me anything. You won’t scare me off.”

	She took a deep breath and exhaled. “You don’t know that.” 

	“Are they bad?”

	Her face furrowed. “Bad?”

	“Your secrets.” He pulled her body closer to his. “You’re not a danger to me, are you?” He leaned in and kissed her neck below her ear.

	“No,” she said. He heard her breathing deepen.

	He trailed his tongue and lips down to the nape of her neck and traced his fingers along her waist. “You’re not filming this, are you? Planning on selling a sex tape?”

	She giggled and he felt her relax. “No.”

	“You weren’t a man once, were you? Had a sex change?”

	Her muscles softened as he moved his fingers down and trailed them over her lower back. He moved his tongue and lips up her neck and to her chin.

	“No. No sex change,” she said. She arched against him.

	He loved teasing her with his touch. “Are you planning on marrying me, using my body, spending all my money, and leaving me with nothing?”

	She pulled back then and stared at him with stormy eyes. “Maybe,” she said. She squeezed her legs and rocked against him. “Especially the part about using your body.”

	He sucked in a breath and stared at her beautiful face. “I have no problem with that.” He dropped his mouth and his lips found and slanted over hers. She wrapped her limbs around him. Moving against each other, the bathwater sloshed against the sides of the tub. And as the water slowly cooled and the bubbles popped and dissipated, they both surrendered to their unrelenting need for each other.

	 

	


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

	 

	GILLIAN STIRRED IN the bed. Stretching, she reached for Gray but found nothing but his pillow. She cracked her eyelids open and saw the empty space beside her. She pushed up and eyed the note on the sheets.

	“Making breakfast. Come join me, sleepy head,” it read. Smiling, she stretched again in delight as she thought back over the past twenty-four hours.

	After their shared bath, they’d made their way back to the bed and had wasted no more time talking about Stuart or her secrets. They’d focused only on giving each other the maximum amount of pleasure possible. She smiled at the memories, and her cheeks flushed. The smell of coffee made her wonder if perhaps she could sneak up on him downstairs. Her mind imagined all the fun things they could do on the kitchen table or the living room couch.

	She sat up in bed and wondered what had happened to her. Somewhere between the return trip from the hospital and waking up in Gray’s bed the next morning, her usual low key manner had disappeared. A powerful sexual urge had coursed through her, and despite their active time together, she still felt as if she’d never touched him.

	She stood and took a few minutes to clean up. Seeing one of Gray’s shirts, she threw it on and pulled on a pair of yoga pants. She checked her image in the mirror. The pants elongated her legs and the oversized shirt gave her a sexy appeal. She debated leaving the pants off and greeting him downstairs with nothing on but his shirt, but decided against it when the thought of him sliding her pants down her legs made her belly flip. She ran a brush through her hair and headed out of the bedroom and down the stairs. It was quiet, and she almost said his name when she heard other voices in the house. At the bottom of the stairs, she stopped. A woman’s and then a man’s voice emitted from the kitchen. Recognizing them as belonging to Cooper and Fran, she continued into the den, glad that she had chosen to wear pants and disappointed that she’d have to wait to get Grayson on the kitchen table.

	Seeing them in the kitchen, she paused. Max ran over and greeted her. Fran and Cooper stood at the breakfast table while Grayson sat in one of the chairs. Her laptop was open in front of him. He looked pale, as if the screen he studied had sucked the color from him. The conversation ended when she entered the room and three pairs of eyes studied her.

	Max wagged his tail at her feet, but she ignored him when she felt the wave of enmity wash over her. She couldn’t pinpoint where it came from until she saw Fran, and the look in her eyes left nothing to the imagination. Gillian ignored her though and focused her gaze on Gray, who did not acknowledge her. A chill went through her.

	“Good morning,” she said when no one said anything.

	“Morning,” said Cooper. His stint in the hospital appeared to have had few lingering effects. He looked as if he’d just stepped off the beach after a long walk on the shore. His face held a solemn expression which Gillian could not interpret.

	Fran said nothing and her face was flat, but Gray’s reaction worried her most. He continued to sit at the table, staring at her computer, as if he’d just been given the key to hell, and he’d unknowingly unlocked the door.

	She tried to understand the unexpected signals directed at her. “What’s the matter?” she finally asked.

	“What’s the matter?” asked Fran. Her arms had been crossed, but now she uncrossed them. She held a small maroon notebook and dropped it on the table. It hit with a satisfying thunk and Gillian saw Gray jump at the sound. She recognized the notebook, and her hair stood on the back of her neck.

	“What are you doing with my address book?” she asked. 

	Fran stared for a second before she answered. Neither Cooper nor Gray spoke.

	“I tried to contact your family,” said Fran. “Since you were in the hospital, I thought they might like to know where you were and that you were all right.”

	Gillian stared dumbly at her. “You went through my things?” She could feel the color drain from her face.

	Fran’s demeanor hardened. “I did. I found your book. Thought I might be able to contact someone you knew.”

	Gillian didn’t know what to say. She looked at Gray, but he stared off, no longer looking at the computer screen.

	“Your little book didn’t help much. For some reason, you have names listed but no numbers. I find that interesting. Who keeps an address book with no numbers, or addresses for that matter?”

	Gillian tried to think. “I have a good memory.” That much was true. She could remember numbers with ease.

	“Really? I’m impressed.” She crossed her arms again. “When I couldn’t find a number to call, I contacted Lifestyle magazine.”

	Gillian’s stomach turned, and she prepared for what she knew was coming.

	“You want to explain to us,” said Fran as if she relished in her revelation, “why the hell they’ve never heard of you?”

	Fran and Cooper both watched her, and Gray finally looked at her.

	The unexpected revelation made her head spin. “I…” she struggled to explain, but couldn’t find the words. “I’m…”

	“You’re what?” asked Fran. “Not a reporter?” 

	Fran’s eyes narrowed in anger, and Gillian almost stepped backward. She finally admitted the truth. “No. I’m not.”

	“I don’t understand,” Cooper said. “Why pretend to be one?”

	Her gaze sought Grayson’s, but he wouldn’t look back.

	“I’ll tell you why,” said Fran. “Because she used it to get close to Gray. To get him to tell her about him.”

	“That doesn’t make sense, Fran. If she’s not a reporter, then what’s the point?”

	“Because she’s worse than a reporter,” Fran spoke with venomous outrage. “She’s a source.”

	Gillian couldn’t keep track. Her head spun as she sought to gain control of what was quickly devolving. She considered how to explain it without making it sound any worse than it already was.

	“I’m a what?” she asked Fran.

	Her outrage growing, Fran gripped the back of a chair. “When I realized you’d been lying, I came back to that address book of yours. You have some interesting names in there.”

	Gillian felt her own anger rise. “You had no right to do that. That’s personal information.”

	“Not anymore, it isn’t.” Her grip turned white on the chair.

	“Fran,” said Cooper. “Relax. Give her a chance to explain.”

	“Explain what?” Fran grabbed the notebook and waved it at Gillian. “Explain why you have Jeremiah Horn’s name in here? And Ernest DeMille’s?”

	Gillian recognized the first name but not the second. She started to speak, but Fran hadn’t finished. 

	“Oh, and I found a few Fletcher names in your book. I can only assume they’re the names of your family.” She flipped through the book and Gillian stifled the urge to walk up and yank it out of her hand. “You mind telling us how there’s no record of…” She found a page in the book and read from it. “A Royce Fletcher or Eve Fletcher…” She slammed the book shut. “Or a Carson or Lillian Fletcher living in Shepton, Arizona.”

	Gillian’s eyes flicked back to Gray. She wondered when he’d told Fran her history.

	“And you know what’s even stranger?” asked Fran.

	“Fran, come on,” said Cooper. “Give her a break.”

	“Shut up, Cooper,” said Fran without her gaze leaving Gillian’s.

	Gillian didn’t answer. The energy in the room came at her with such intensity that she found it almost hard to breathe.

	“That there is no Shepton, Arizona.” She slammed the book back down on the table, but this time Gray didn’t jump. “You want to explain that?”

	Gillian didn’t address her. All she could do was watch Gray and hope for an opportunity to explain. “Gray?” she asked.

	Fran erupted. “Don’t you dare talk to him. Haven’t you done enough?”

	“I haven’t done anything.”

	“Really? You haven’t lied?”

	Gillian didn’t know how to get through to them. “I did. But I had good reasons.”

	“What?” Fran asked. “Please enlighten us.”

	Gillian didn’t want to talk to Fran. She wanted to get Gray to look at her, but she knew she’d have to think fast. “I came to help.”

	“Really? How sweet of you. Is that what did for Jeremiah Horn?”

	Gillian nodded. “Yes. I helped him too. But that’s none of your business.”

	Fran ignored her outburst. “Jeremiah Horn was a prominent business man. He was on track for being Time’s Man of the Year. Until someone leaked a story about him. A story that cost him everything. His wife and family. His career.”

	“That’s not true,” said Gillian. She remembered Jeremiah fondly and knew the true reason for his downfall.

	“It is true. A magazine article came out exposing him and his secrets. As a result, he was forced to leave his successful life behind and he lost everything.”

	“I remember that story coming out,” said Cooper. “He had a male lover. A man he’d known for years.”

	“Exactly,” said Fran. “And some gossip mag outed him. Spilled secrets and published photos. They had an inside source. A source who I’m sure was paid very well.”

	Gillian almost laughed at their assumption. “And you think that was me?”

	Fran narrowed her eyes. “Horn’s name is in your book. So is Ernest DeMille’s.”

	Gillian didn’t understand. “Who is Ernest DeMille?”

	Fran sneered. “The man who wrote the article that exposed Horn.”

	“What?” asked Gillian. “I don’t know him.” She thought back to the time when she’d helped Jeremiah. She’d felt the same need from him that she’d felt from Gray. The man was on the verge of despair, living a life he didn’t want with no idea of how to escape it. She’d posed as a reporter for him, too, and during the course of her interview with him, she’d managed to use her skills to get him to open up. He’d lived a secret life for years, posing as the man everyone wanted him to be. A prominent figure in the community, a wealthy industrialist, and well-known in the press. He’d often been asked to throw his hat into the political ring. 

	What the world didn’t know was that he led a secret life. He’d loved one man for years. After their interview and his ultimate confession to her, she’d stayed close and promised him that she’d keep silent. She knew that in time, she’d convince him to confront his demons. He’d chosen an unorthodox method of coming out by contacting a gossip magazine. He’d been the source of his own story. Once the story was out, he changed everything. He’d divorced and left public life behind. He put the business behind him and the last she’d heard was that he now lived a happy and quiet life with his husband on a ranch in Wyoming. It was what he’d always wanted, and Gillian had helped him find the courage to do it. 

	“Then how come his name is in your book?” Fran asked.

	Gillian could only shake her head in confusion. She couldn’t answer that question. “I don’t know.”

	“Don’t give me that crap. You’re lying.”

	“No, I’m not.”

	“I called him,” said Fran.

	“You what?”

	“I called him.”

	“You called who?”

	“Ernest DeMille.”

	“You called him?”

	Her eyes turned hard, and she looked and felt like a lioness stalking her prey. “He confirmed you were his source.”

	“He what?” Gillian shook her head in shock. “That’s not possible.”

	“Apparently, it is.” She cocked her head. “And he can hardly wait for any more information you have on Grayson.”

	“That’s a lie.”

	“I’m sure that’s what you want Gray to believe.”

	“I am not some inside source for any gossip magazine.” 

	“I’ll tell you what you are. You’re disgusting.”

	“Fran…” Gray spoke for the first time. His voice was barely above a whisper. “Stop.”

	Fran swiveled toward him. “She’s lying to you, Gray.”

	“Fran,” said Cooper, putting his hand on her arm. “We should go.”

	“Go?” asked Fran. “And leave her here with him?”

	“Yes. They need to talk.”

	“He needs to kick her out. And now, before she can do any more damage.”

	Cooper looked at Gray. “You want us to stay?”

	Gray finally drifted back from his far off gaze. “You should go.”

	“Gray,” said Fran. “You can’t trust her.”

	“Come on, Fran,” said Cooper. “Leave him be.”

	“It’s okay, Fran. Just go with Cooper.”

	Fran stared in disbelief. Cooper pulled her toward the back patio door. “We’ll go back to the hotel,” said Cooper. He gave a sad glance toward Gillian before looking back at Gray. “You call me later.”

	Gray nodded his head. “I will.”

	Fran looked back at Gillian. “You do anything to hurt him and I swear, you’ll wish you’d never set foot on this island. I don’t care what you did for him. As far as I’m concerned, you’re a con artist and a leech.”

	“That’s enough, Fran,” said Gray. “Cooper…”

	“We’re going.” He pulled Fran out the back door and closed it behind him.

	The silence in the house pressed down on Gillian when the door shut. Gray continued to sit at the table, unmoving. Max, apparently tired of waiting for Gillian to notice him, trotted over to Gray and sat at his feet.

	Gillian waited for him to say something, but when he didn’t, she attempted to explain. “Gray, listen…”

	“How long?”

	She shook her head. “What?”

	He continued to stare at the screen. “How long have you been after me?”

	“After you?”

	“After my story? When did you find out?”

	His questions confused her, but she tried to reach him. “Gray, I didn’t want your story. I…”

	He whipped his face in her direction and the anger she felt from him and heard in his voice made her jump. “How long have you known?”

	She made an effort to sound calm. “Known what?”

	His jaw clenched, and he narrowed his eyes. “My story. My curse. You knew about it before you ever met me, didn’t you?”

	“Gray, I…”

	“Didn’t you?!”

	She told him the truth. “Yes. I knew.”

	“Why did you lie to me?”

	“I can explain everything.”

	“What the hell do you want from me?”

	Her hands whipped out. “I don’t want anything from you.”

	“Why are you here?”

	“Because I want to be. I want to be with you.”

	He slapped his hand on the table. “Don’t lie to me.”

	“I’m not lying.”

	“Did you already tell them about me?”

	“I told you. I’m not a source.”

	“But you’re not a reporter, either?”

	She winced. “No, I’m not.”

	Agitated, he stood from his seat and paced. “What exactly am I supposed to believe?”

	“Let me explain.” She wrung her hands together. “Please.”

	He stopped and stared hard at her. “By all means. I can only hope what you’re going to tell me is true.”

	She nodded her head. “It is. I’ll tell you everything.”

	He crossed his arms and waited.

	She considered where to begin. “I knew about you. I knew you needed help.”

	“How?”

	She wasn’t ready to explain that part yet. “I’ll get to that. But for now, let me just say that I didn’t come for a story, I came for you.”

	“What the hell are you talking about?”

	“I knew you were in trouble. I knew you were suffering. I showed up to help you.”

	“To help me?” He looked doubtfully at her. “Really? What are you, some sort of angel of mercy?”

	“No, I’m not an angel. I’m just sensitive to certain things. I became aware of your situation about six weeks ago. I tried to ignore it, but I couldn’t. I did some research into your background. I learned about the deaths of the women in your life. I came down to see you and meet you. I didn’t intend to stay, but after we met on the beach, I knew I couldn’t leave. You were in a bad place.”

	“Who the hell are you?”

	“Please believe me, Gray.”

	“How the hell did you know I was in a bad place, huh? What are you, a mind reader?”

	She considered how to respond. “I just know things.”

	He cocked his head at her. “And you knew I needed help.” He snorted. “How the hell do you expect me to believe that?”

	“Because it’s true.”

	“Maybe it was true, but you knew it because of your research. Of course I was depressed. The women in my life were dying. How hard is that leap? You expect me to believe you knew it otherwise?”

	“Gray, I know this is hard to understand…”

	“Hard to understand?” His voice rose, and she tried not to react. “Why would I find it hard when you’ve already admitted that you’re a liar?”

	She felt the pain of his verbal assault but kept going. “That morning on the porch,” she said.

	Her diversion made him hesitate. His eyes narrowed. “The porch? What morning?”

	“When I cut my heel. I knew what you were thinking.”

	He seemed surprised. “What was I thinking?”

	“You were considering suicide.”

	His jaw dropped open, but his composure returned quickly. “What are you talking about?”

	“You were thinking of walking out into the waves and not coming back.”

	He didn’t react, and she tried to read him, but his emotions ran too high, and all she felt was a jumble of erratic energy.

	“How the hell do you know that?”

	She hoped that maybe she had reached him. “I told you. I know things.”

	“You knew I wanted to die?”

	“Yes.”

	He hesitated. “And what? You felt sorry for me? So you made up some excuse to get close to me?”

	“I told you. I knew you were in pain. I had to help. You called to me.”

	His brows furrowed. “I what?”

	She hadn’t meant to say that much, but now that she had, she questioned how much further she should go. “I felt you. You called to me.”

	“You want to explain that one? ‘Cause last I checked I don’t recall picking up the phone and dialing your number.”

	“That’s not the kind of call I mean.”

	He shook his head and dropped his hands to his hips. “What exactly do you mean?”

	“It’s…it’s what I do.”

	“It’s what you do? For who?”

	“For anyone I feel called to help.”

	He chuckled, but didn’t look amused. His hand came up and he squeezed his temples. “I don’t understand.”

	Her mind raced to think of how best to explain. She had to get through to him, but she didn’t know how to do it without telling him everything. “Grayson, listen. I’ve helped a lot of people. Not just you. Jeremiah Horn was much like you, only for different reasons. He lived a life he didn’t want. His whole life was a lie. All the trappings of success made him miserable. He wanted to leave it all behind. I felt his misery and pain and I couldn’t ignore it.”

	His face was as flat as a statue’s. “You pretend to be a reporter with him too?”

	She didn’t let his anger affect her. “I did.”

	“You’re just a regular Bob Woodward, aren’t you?”

	She ignored him again. “Posing as a reporter gives me a reason to ask questions, to get to the heart of something faster. I can’t help unless I can get you to open up. I have to be able to connect in order to relax your defenses. Once I do that, then I can find the way to the answer.”

	“The answer?”

	“Yes. To help you find a solution, a way back from the brink.”

	He frowned. “And you did this with Horn?”

	“Yes, I did.”

	“And with me?”

	“Yes.”

	He hesitated again before he asked the next question. “And if Horn hadn’t been gay, would you have slept with him too?”

	His words were like a slap to her face. Her skin prickled in shock. “No, of course not. What happened with you—”

	He didn’t let her finish. “And what about that man and his daughter. The one you helped find?”

	She tried to keep up with the change in subject. “Who?”

	His irritation rose again. “The man who gave up his daughter, remember? To the aunt who gave the child away. Did you feel his pain too?”

	She remembered. “Yes, I did.”

	“And what did you tell me? That you wrote an article about it? That’s not true either, is it?”

	She looked at the ground. “The story is true, but I never wrote an article.”

	“No, of course you didn’t. Just like you didn’t sell Horn’s story to a tabloid. Just like you’re not selling mine, either.”

	Her body shook at the thought of it. “I never sold anyone’s story.”

	“Demille’s name is in the book, Gillian. He knows you! How do you explain that?”

	She threw out her hand. “I don’t know why his name is in the book, Gray. I don’t know the man. Unless…” Her mind came up with a possible explanation.

	“Unless what?”

	“Fran had the book.”

	His eyes reflected his understanding. “What are you saying? That she wrote his name in there?”

	“Maybe. It’s no secret she doesn’t like me.”

	He grunted in disbelief. “You lie to me and now you’re trying to tell me that you’re being framed?”

	“I’m trying to offer a possible explanation.”

	His posture went rigid. He moved to the laptop and swiveled it toward her so she could read the screen.

	“You want to explain something?” he yelled. “Explain this.”

	She stared at the screen and it felt like a bucket of ice had dropped on her head. It appeared to be an article on a news site. The headline read in bold print, “Lovers Killed by Playboy’s Curse.” She could make out the name of the writer. It was Ernest Demille.

	She felt frozen in place. “Gray, I…”

	He slammed the screen shut. “You what?”

	“I had nothing to do with that.”

	“How much did they pay you?”

	Her own anger began to fuel. “Nothing. I didn’t do that. I didn’t tell anyone.”

	“What were you writing the whole time you were staying in my house, before the fire? You told me you were writing the article.”

	Her mind flew back. “I was journaling.”

	He scowled. “Journaling?”

	“It wasn’t an article. I was simply journaling about my experiences, my feelings, my emotions. It helps me when I’m working with someone. Sometimes dealing with another person’s pain affects me and I’ve learned that it helps to write it down. It helps clear my head and clear blockages. That’s all it is though.”

	“Stop lying!”

	“I’m not lying!”

	He kicked out at the chair; it slid across the floor and hit the wall with a crack. They both breathed hard, trying to rein in their emotions. Gray turned and faced the wall, and she waited to see what he would do. She felt the tears in her eyes, but she wouldn’t let them fall.

	When he seemed to gain control of his emotions, he turned back to face her. “Tell me the truth.”

	She was at a loss for words. She didn’t know what he wanted to hear.

	He seemed to understand her confusion, and his eyes softened. “Just tell me, Gillian. You say you came to help me? I can’t deny that you did. You risked your life for me. But why lie? Why lie about your family? About where you’re from? Something doesn’t add up here. Who were the man and woman who helped you? Why are you really here?” 

	She felt his struggle. She’d had no plans to tell him about her situation, but she knew she’d come to a point where she no longer had a choice. If she wanted him, she’d have to tell him everything. But to tell him could mean losing him anyway. She sighed and prayed she was doing the right thing.

	Her hands clenched, she pushed forward. “There are things about me that are different.”

	“What things?”

	“I’m…” She sought for the words. “I’m different. So are my brother and sister.”

	He acted surprised. “Your brother and sister? Were they the ones who helped you?”

	“Yes.”

	He seemed to relax as she talked. “Okay. Why are you different?”

	“I’m not supposed to say.”

	His shoulders bunched. “Why not?”

	“It’s been advised that I…we…not tell anyone about us.”

	“Who advised you?”

	Her nerves frayed and her fingers would have trembled if her hands weren’t clasped together. She knew she should stop, but she wanted him to understand. There was a connection between the two of them that she knew meant something, and she didn’t want to keep secrets from him. She was just as scared to tell him the truth though. “My dad.”

	“Your dad?”

	“Yes.”

	“Why can’t you tell anyone?”

	“Because…who I am could cause problems.”

	“Your dad told you this?”

	“Yes.”

	“Your dad that’s in the military?”

	She’d forgotten she’d told him that. She bit her lip.

	“He’s not in the military, is he?”

	She tried to stay calm, but her heart hammered. “He is, but not in the one you think.”

	His face reflected his confusion. “Is he from another country?”

	She swallowed. “No. Not another country.”

	She could feel his uncertainty. “Then where?”

	She clenched her jaw. She stared at him and considered just walking out the door and never looking back. It’s what her family would expect her to do. But she couldn’t do it. She made her vocal cords respond. “He’s…he’s from another planet.”

	She waited as her words hit him. He did exactly what she expected. He started to laugh. “Oh, come on, Gillian.” His face froze when he saw she was serious. “You don’t expect me to believe that, do you?”

	She took a deep breath and released it. “No, I don’t. Doesn’t mean it’s not true.”

	He continued to stare at her wide-eyed. “Do you honestly expect me to believe that your dad is from another planet?”

	She shifted nervously. She knew how big of a risk this was, but she kept going. She’d jumped in and now she had to convince him. “He visited many years ago. Long story short, he met my mom. They fell in love. She got pregnant and had triplets. Royce, Eve, and me. Dad disappeared after the birth. We saw him every few years. I don’t remember how or when I knew I was different, but I was. He finally told us who we were three years ago. He came back because we were all about to go through a transformation. He called it a Shift. He had to tell us who we were then. He couldn’t keep it a secret anymore. Things were about to change for us, and we had to go into hiding.” 

	Her body was a bundle of nerves and the words rushed out of her. “All three of us were very ill. I don’t remember much about it other than I felt like hell. When we finally got through it, we realized that things were different. We could do, feel, and sense things we’d never experienced before. Royce is very strong and can move objects with his mind and cloak himself. Eve can read objects and animals. I am intuitive and empathic and can read people. We all have various abilities which we’ve all tried to adjust to over the last few years. And because of who we are, we have to be careful. If anyone were to know we existed, we could be at risk.”

	She stopped her explanation and waited for him to respond, but all he did was stand and stare at her. She waited him out, intent on giving him time to adjust to what she’d said. She watched as his wide eyes narrowed and his posture shrank and she felt him close up like a snail in his shell.

	“Get out,” he said.

	His response scared her. “Gray. Please. You have to believe me.”

	He stood like a stone in the room. “I want you to leave. You’ve said enough.”

	She took a step toward him, but he backed off. “Don’t do this.”

	His face constricted and his voice rose. “Don’t do what? You’re standing there telling me that your father is some sort of alien who came down here and slept with a woman and had three alien children?” He shot his hands out. “What am I supposed to say to that?” A wave of outrage projected from him. “Your father is a nutcase, Gillian. He did a number on you and your family, and sadly, you believed him.”

	“Gray…”

	He wouldn’t let her speak. “And you show up in my life thinking you’re going to save me from my demons by telling me this crazy story about how you have abilities, which is how you know things about me. You tell me you’re a reporter when you’re not. You say you’re not a source but an article comes out about me anyway. A man’s name is in your book that you say shouldn’t be there.” He shook his head at her. “What am I supposed to believe, Gillian? That you’re telling the truth or that you’re lying to me to protect yourself, thinking I’m stupid enough to believe this ridiculous story?”

	Her emotions were swirling. She fought back tears, but one escaped and trickled down her cheek to be wiped away. “I’m telling the truth.”

	He appeared unaffected by her pain. “I don’t know what you’re doing. I wish I did.” He paused as if trying to decide what to do next. “All I know is that you came into my life and I fell for you. You managed to rid me of my curse. I’m grateful for that. But now…”

	“What?”

	He swallowed. “Now I wonder why.”

	A sob threatened to erupt but she bit it back. “Grayson…”

	“Why risk yourself for a man you hardly know?”

	“I did know you.”

	“Was it part of the story? Was that the plan all along?”

	She shook her head in confusion, and she swiped at another tear. “What are you talking about?”

	“The curse wasn’t enough? You thought you could get paid more if you risked yourself in the process and caught the killer?”

	She shook her head. “No!”

	“And now, to add insult to injury, you’re adding that you’re some sort of gifted alien that found and helped me? Is that the next headline? Playboy Curse Ended by Benevolent Extraterrestrial?”

	The shock of his assumptions rippled through her. “That’s ridiculous. I never…”

	His body shook with fury. “This whole thing is ridiculous!” he yelled at her and she jumped. “You’re in so deep you don’t know how to get out. You’re lying, Gillian! This whole thing is one big joke on me. Well, guess what? Joke’s over. Get your stuff and get out of my house.”

	Her tears ran down her face. “Gray…please.”

	He ignored her. “Now.” He stood frozen, watching her cry. “I’ll wait on the porch. You know the way out.” He walked to the back door, his body looking wooden. He reached the door and turned back. “If you’re still here when I come back, I’ll call Kenny and have you removed from the property.” He stepped out on the porch and slammed the door shut behind him.

	Gillian stood like a paralyzed animal in the room. Tears dripped down her cheeks and trailed down her neck. Max sat up and stared at her. His head moved between the back door and her, as if he debated which side to take. Finally, he stood and trotted to his dog door and slipped through it, apparently choosing to stick with the hand that fed him. A sob escaped her and she covered her mouth with her hand. Her frozen body began to shake, and she forced herself to break free from her trance-like state. She took a first step, and once she did, she found she couldn’t move fast enough. She ran upstairs, grabbed her things, and stuffed them in her overnight bag. She went back downstairs, threw her laptop and notebooks in her work bag, found her purse and flipped it over her shoulder. Nose running and wiping at her face, she walked to the front door, opened it, and left.

	 

	


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

	 

	THE RAIN SPLATTERED against the window pane, the hard drops sounding like pellets of tiny stones as they hit the clear surface. Gray stared out over the water, watching the large waves hit and crash on the shore. The storm was finally moving inland. Many had left the island, knowing that most low lying areas would flood and that any beachfront property could suffer potential damage from the wind and storm surge. He had no intention of leaving though. If the storm ended up taking his house and washing him away, then it would be a relief. It would end the nightmare of the last two days where he’d done nothing but think of her.

	He turned from the window and sat down at his breakfast table. As he’d done countless times already, he thought back to his confrontation with Gillian. The story she’d told him clattered through his brain, and he clenched his eyes shut at the memory. The anger built again, but at the same time, he remembered her face. Tears had streamed down her cheeks as if she’d actually believed what she’d told him. His emotions raged at the memory of her standing there, lying to him. An untouched glass of water sat on the table; he picked it up and threw it. The water sprayed out and the sound of the glass shattering against the wall gave him a momentary sense of satisfaction, but it didn’t last and his despondent state returned.

	After she’d left, he’d tried to drink himself into a stupor, but the liquor had not had the desired effect. He’d ended up in the bathroom, ridding himself of the alcohol but without the benefit of the drunken haze he’d hoped for. His body, for some reason, rejected the attempt at numbing himself, and all he’d done is made himself sick.

	He thought of their time together after the hospital. The feel of her soft skin against his, her boisterous laugh, her assertiveness in bed, how she’d said his name when he’d touched and aroused her, the sounds she’d made as he’d moved against her, her cries of pleasure when they’d both found release in each other’s arms.

	He shook his head, trying to clear it, but his body responded to the memories and he cursed himself for thinking of her.

	Thinking of the curse, he considered that today was the third day after they’d slept together. Some part of him gave thanks that he no longer had to worry about her safety. She’d given him that much. But at what price? He felt just as miserable now that she was gone. He wondered again if he’d done the right thing but then angrily chastised himself. Her betrayal could not be forgiven. Maybe in some way she had unwittingly fallen in love with him, but that could not make up for her lies, and he couldn’t forgive her, no matter how much he missed her.

	The phone rang, startling him. He read the display and saw Cooper’s name. He’d avoided all phone calls since Gillian had left. He’d talked to Cooper only once, only to tell him that he didn’t want to talk about it and to leave him alone for a while. Cooper had given him the space but apparently didn’t want to wait any longer. It was the third time he’d called that day. Gray sighed and reluctantly answered it.

	“Hello?”

	Cooper’s cheery voice greeted him. “There you are. I was beginning to think you’d gone for a swim in these waves with no plans to return.”

	Gray shut his eyes and thought of Gillian again. “No. I’m still on dry land.”

	“You okay?”

	Gray could hear the worry in Coop’s voice despite his attempts at levity. “I’ve been better.”

	There was silence on the line before Cooper spoke again. “You want to talk about it?”

	Gray sighed. “What’s to talk about?”

	“Oh, I don’t know,” said Cooper. “Maybe the fact that you threw the woman you love out of the house?”

	“I’m not in love with her.”

	“Yes you are.”

	Gray pinched the bridge of his nose. “Maybe I was, but it’s over now.”

	“You sure about that?”

	The statement surprised Gray. “What do you mean? You think I should gloss over the fact that she’s been lying to me? And the fact that she sold my story to some slimy gossip magazine?”

	Cooper didn’t answer at first, but Gray knew the wheels were turning. “The article wasn’t that bad,” he said.

	“Excuse me?”

	“It’s not any worse than any of the other stupid shit they’ve printed about you. It’s not Time magazine.”

	Grayson couldn’t hide his shock. “Cooper, what are you saying? Are you taking her side?”

	“No, I’m on your side. But I saw you with her and you were happy. If there’s a chance that you two could patch things up, then I’m all for it.”

	Grayson had not told him about the other side of Gillian’s story. “That’s not going to happen.”

	“You’re angry right now. That’s understandable. But that will fade in time.”

	“I can’t go back to her.”

	“I admit what she did sucked, but I saw the way she looked at you when you two were together. No matter what her initial motives were, she fell for you. She loves you.”

	Gray shut his eyes. “Stop it, Cooper.”

	“Stop what?”

	“Stop trying to fix it.”

	Cooper didn’t back down. “I’m telling you what I think. I’m your friend. That’s my right. I’ve known you too long. You’re stubborn and proud, but that won’t last and it sure as hell won’t keep you warm at night. You’re finally free of this damn curse and you’ve found a woman you love. You’re pissed. I get it. But at some point, you’re going to look back at this moment with either remorse or gratitude, and I’d rather it be gratitude.”

	Gray listened and didn’t know what to say. Could he get over it? Maybe if she hadn’t told him she was the daughter of an alien visitor. Perhaps he could have found a way around her lies. At the heart of it all, he felt that her motives were genuine and she had wanted to help. He couldn’t help but remember Stuart with his knife at Gillian’s throat. Nobody risks that without a very good reason. He shook his head in frustration when he realized what he was doing. He knew what her reason was—a bigger payday. He cursed himself for defending her. “She’s not who you think she is.”

	Cooper kept trying. “How bad can she be? Do you really think you can’t trust her? You actually think she was the source?”

	Gray perked up. “You think she wasn’t?”

	“Come on, Gray. How hard would it be to get that story? You told me yourself that all she had to do was a little research in order to learn that your girlfriends had died. The story was there the whole time. She was just the first one determined enough to look for it. If she could do it, then so could someone else. She wasn’t the only one who knew the story either.”

	Gray sat straight at that. “Are you saying that one of our group may have leaked it?”

	“I’m not saying they did it deliberately. Hell, we were all at my party. We’d all had a lot to drink. Maybe someone opened their mouth to the wrong person.”

	“I doubt it,” said Gray. “Besides, it doesn’t explain Demille’s name in her book, or how he knows her. I’d call that a smoking gun.”

	“Maybe.” Cooper’s tone suggested doubt. 

	“What does that mean?” asked Gray.

	“What if she’s telling the truth?”

	Grayson’s jaw dropped. “Do you think she’s telling the truth?”

	“What if she is?”

	“Cooper…”

	“I think she is.”

	Gray snorted in disbelief. “You can’t be serious.”

	Cooper took a second before he asked his next question. “How long have you known me?”

	The inquiry took Gray off guard. “What are you talking about?”

	Cooper insisted. “How long have you known me?”

	Gray’s shoulders shrunk, and he tried to sound less defensive. “A long time.”

	“Have I ever steered you wrong?”

	Gray thought back through their years of friendship. He had to admit his friend had always had a reliable radar when it came to people they could trust. It had served them well in their business, and Grayson could remember more than once when Cooper had warned him to back off from certain people, men and women alike.

	He didn’t answer.

	“Gray?”

	Gray grunted. “Okay, so you may have helped me out in the past.”

	Cooper’s voice rose. “May have? I warned you about that lousy assistant of yours, Martha, didn’t I? And Brimford, the doorman who was stealing from you? Oh, and let’s not forget about Gloria. Did you honestly think that a woman who jumps out of cakes could step in as your legal counsel?”

	Grayson remembered that incident. “She had a law degree.”

	“From the University of Barbados, you idiot.”

	Grayson couldn’t argue with him. “All right. I get your point.”

	“The only point here is the one on top of your head.”

	Gray shook his head and tried to get back on the subject. “So, if I’m stupid enough to go along with this theory of yours, and Gillian didn’t know Demille, then how is his name in her book? How come he knows her?”

	“That I can’t answer.”

	Grayson groaned. “Why do I talk to you?”

	“Because I’m the only thread you’ve got to sanity right now. And you need me.”

	Grayson couldn’t deny that. “It doesn’t add up.”

	“So do some of your own investigating. She’s done all of her homework on you. Why don’t you do some on her?”

	The idea took him by surprise. “You mean check out her story?”

	He could hear Cooper sigh on the line. “No, I mean call the papers and tell them how mean she was to you.” Gray could picture the look of impatience on Cooper’s face. “Yes, that’s exactly what I mean. Fran did some digging. Why can’t you? You gonna let her be your only source of info? You know she’d love to see Gillian out of the picture. Are you going to trust her word over Gillian’s?”

	For the first time since Gillian left, he felt a flare of hope. Maybe Gillian was telling the truth. Maybe there was another reason as to why Demille’s name was in her book. Just as quickly though, he thought about her other story. The one about her father. How in the hell would he research that?

	He considered Cooper’s idea. What could it hurt to do a little digging? “Does Nelson still work at the firm?”

	“Our in-house investigator?” said Cooper. “Now you’re talking. You want me to call him?”

	Grayson hesitated. Visions of Gillian naked in his bed made him shiver and he answered before he could talk himself out of it. “No, I’ll call him. Give me his number.”

	He made up his mind that, before he made any more assumptions, he would find out all he could about Miss Gillian Fletcher.

	 

	**

	 

	At the other end of the island, Gillian stared out her hotel window, hearing the patter against the glass as the rain fell in a downpour. She’d returned to her room at the hotel after her argument with Grayson and had not left since. She’d shut her phone off and had ordered room service but ate little.

	She studied her reflection in the rain-spattered glass and made out her blurry features. Her eyes were puffy and her nose was red. She’d showered that morning after finally getting upright. She’d been buried under the covers for two solid days, rising only to answer the door to room service or to use the bathroom. Her depression consumed her. The look in Gray’s eyes when she’d told him who she was would not leave her mind. Dismay, disbelief, anger, and betrayal had all been conveyed through his look and she’d felt every one of them like a spear in her chest. He hadn’t believed her. Worse, he’d thought she was crazy. She’d endured some difficult periods in her life, but this was the worst. 

	She recalled the times she’d said goodbye to her father, knowing that every time she did so meant it might be the last. The recent separation between her and her siblings had also been excruciating. They’d all been so close growing up. But after their Shift, their father had warned them not to spend too much time together. Their shared abilities and combined energy could attract the wrong people, and so they’d had to separate and spend much of their time apart, although they talked often on the phone. 

	It was at that time that she’d begun to answer the calls for help. It had been an outlet for her—a way to connect with the world in a way that made her feel useful and needed. And the results were the best part of the job. The people she’d helped had found their way to happier and fuller lives. It gave her a sense of purpose and duty, and the more she did it, despite her family’s objections, the more important it became to her. She’d not planned for Grayson Steele though. He’d been just another person who’d popped onto her radar screen. When her brother had advised her to lay low for a while, she’d almost ignored Gray’s call. She’d been told that it was best to take a break in between assignments to ensure her own safety. Her brother believed the longer she remained in the open, the more at risk she became. But Grayson’s call was insistent, and the more she ignored it, the stronger it grew. Then she’d gone to the beach at the crime scene. After that, she knew she could not walk away. She thought back to that day and wondered if that had been the moment she’d fallen in love with him.

	She shook her head and pushed back another round of tears. Sitting on the bed, she dressed herself and checked the time. Her plane was due to leave in three hours, although she suspected that due to the weather it would be delayed. The wind whipped against the window and she could hear the crash of the surf. Due to the storm, most of the hotel was empty. Her bag sat on the floor, only partially packed. Her mind drifted, and it occurred to her that today was day three. It was the third day since the morning she’d woken up next to Gray and found herself pulled by some force she still didn’t understand. She still felt it in her bones, and his absence was agonizing. It was as if her body had a mind of its own and no amount of conflict would convince it otherwise.

	She smiled sadly when she realized the irony of her situation. She’d set out and succeeded at her task, but now she felt more miserable than ever. She’d saved him from his curse but now found herself embroiled in her own, knowing that because of who she was, she could never have the man she loved. 

	Despite her attempts to stop crying, another tear escaped and trickled down her face. Her phone sat by her bedside, and she considered turning it on. She no doubt had messages. Her mother certainly would have called and likely Eve too. She knew Royce would be furious; she wasn’t ready to have that conversation. It would be wise to let them know, though, that she was okay. They probably knew what had happened. And if they didn’t, they would know soon.

	A knock on the door startled her, and she wiped at her cheek. Grabbing a tissue, she blew her nose when the knock came again. She reached out to see if she could pick up who it might be, but she felt nothing familiar. Standing up from the bed, she faced the door and the knock came again.

	She cleared her throat. “Who is it?”

	A male voice responded. “Concierge, ma’am. The phones are down. We’re trying to contact all our guests.”

	She relaxed and caught a brief glimpse of her reflection in the glass of a framed picture on the wall. Eyes still puffy and nose red, she reluctantly walked to the door and opened it.

	 

	


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

	 

	THE PHONE RANG and Gray picked it up. “Hello?”

	      “Gray? It’s Nelson.”

	      “That was fast. I only called you two hours ago.”

	“You and Coop hired me for a reason.”

	“Now I remember why. Did you learn anything?”

	“A few things. Initial search shows no city called Shepton in AZ.”

	“I know that much, Nelson.”

	“But there is a Sheldon.”

	“Sheldon?”

	“Yes.”

	“So? Why look at Sheldon?”

	Nelson grunted on the phone and Gray heard a shuffling of papers. “Because, in my experience, people who are trying to hide something, if they’re smart, stick as close to the truth as they can.”

	“Did you find something in Sheldon?”

	“Triplets.”

	“What?”

	“Triplets. Royce, Eve, and Gillian Fletcher. Birth certificate shows they were all born at the local hospital on May 3rd. Mother is Lillian. Father is Carson.”

	Gray sat up. “You found them?”

	“Yup.”

	Gray sighed. “She wasn’t lying about her family. That’s something at least.”

	“Sure as shit is.”

	“Anything else?” asked Gray.

	“Can’t find anything about this Carson Fletcher yet. I’m still looking though. Mom used to work as a teacher at the local high school. After she gave birth though, she dropped out of sight.”

	“Did they move?”

	“Probably. Don’t know where. It’s going to take some more digging.”

	“I figured. I’m surprised you found out this much so soon.”

	“There’s more.”

	Gray listened as Nelson bit into what sounded like an apple and made chewing noises. “Did you get a hold of Demille?” he asked.

	“I did.”

	“What did he say?”

	“Said he had a source.”

	Grayson deflated. He braced to hear whatever Nelson had to say. “Who?”

	“He wouldn’t tell me.”

	“Damn. Did you do what I asked?”

	“Yup. I offered him money.”

	“He didn’t budge?”

	“Nope. Said he was protecting his informant.”

	Gray groaned. “Well, it was worth a shot.”

	“Something interesting though.”

	“What?”

	“He kept referring to the source as a ‘he.’”

	Gray held still. “A ‘he?’”

	“Yup.”

	“You think he did it on purpose?” Gray asked. “To throw you off?”

	“Demille?” asked Nelson. “Guy’s an idiot. He’d fall off a flat surface. He didn’t think twice about it. I’d bet money his source is male.”

	Something bloomed in Gray and his heart thumped. “You’re sure about that?”

	“Hundred percent. I’ve been doing this too long.”

	Gray rested his forehead in his hand. “Thanks, Nelson.”

	“Oh, but I’m not done. I’m just getting to the good part.”

	Gray popped his head up. “What do you mean?” Gray heard him take another bite and more chewing ensued. 

	“That birth certificate,” said Nelson.

	“What about it?” asked Gray.

	“Had a doctor’s name on it.”

	“Yeah. So?”

	“I called him.”

	Gray stilled. “You did? Did you get a hold of him?”

	“Damn straight. He works in Phoenix now, but I tracked him down.”

	“No shit. What did he say?”

	“He was a little hesitant at first. Didn’t want to talk about his patients.”

	“Did you convince him?”

	“He was more open to the offer of monetary reward than Demille.”

	“Excellent.”

	“Agreed.”

	“What did he say? Did he remember them?”

	Gray heard a drawer slam shut. “Oh, he remembered them all right.”

	“He did?”

	Nelson’s voice pitched lower as if he didn’t want anyone else to hear. “Said it was like nothing he’d ever seen before.”

	“What was like nothing he’d seen before?”

	“The birth. The delivery.”

	“The birth? Why?”

	There was a brief silence on the line before Nelson spoke again. “Said there were complications.”

	“What complications?”

	“Baby one came out fine. It was a boy. Baby two did okay, but the mom was starting to show signs of weakness and blood loss.”

	“Baby two?”

	He heard more paper rustling. “Yeah. According to the cert, the second child’s name was Eve.”

	“Okay,” said Gray. “What happened then?”

	“This is where he wanted to stop talking, but I added a few more Ben Franklins to keep him going.”

	“Good. What did he say?”

	“Apparently, dad was in the delivery room. When baby three…I believe her name was…” Gray heard more rustling, “Gillian. Yeah. Right. Gillian. She had the cord wrapped around her neck. Baby was in distress.”

	Gray bounced his knee. “What happened?”

	“Problem was, mom was in distress too. She’d started to bleed out.”

	“Shit.”

	“Exactly. Doc had his hands full. He handed baby Gillian to a nurse to deal with the cord and he tried to stop mom’s bleeding. She went into shock though and her heart stopped. He performed CPR and managed to bring her back. Meanwhile, the nurse had managed to get the cord off baby Gillian’s neck, but the baby was blue and unresponsive.”

	“What?”

	“He tried to resuscitate her, but it was too late.”

	“Excuse me?” asked Gray.

	“Gillian died.”

	Gray’s mind went blank. “She what?”

	“According to the doctor, the baby died, and mom wasn’t much better.”

	“That can’t be right Nelson. You’ve missed something.”

	“Let me finish. The dad was distraught. Asked the doctor and nurses to leave.”

	“Leave where?” asked Gray.

	“The delivery room. The doc agreed to give him a few minutes with his baby girl. They took the other two babies and put them in incubators, made sure mom was stable, and left baby Gillian in his arms. They stepped out for just a few minutes.”

	Grayson felt the hair rise on his skin. “What happened then?”

	“Said there was some sort of electrical surge. The lights on the floor dimmed and then went out. But they flicked back on just as fast. At the same time, the doc said he saw a flash of light come from inside the delivery room.”

	“A flash of light?”

	“Yeah. He ran back in and couldn’t believe what he saw.”

	Grayson gripped the phone. “What did he see?”

	“Dad was holding baby Gillian, who was alive and well.”

	“Wait a minute. What are you saying?”

	“This is the doctor’s story,” said Nelson. “Not mine.”

	“Are you saying the baby was dead, but then it wasn’t?”

	“Yes. And the mom was sitting up in bed, looking healthier than the doctor.”

	Gray didn’t know what to think. “You believe him?”

	“Hey. If you want me to check out the doc’s back story, I can. But he sounded pretty coherent and reliable. Doesn’t mean he was stable back then though. He may have been on some acid trip for all we know.”

	Grayson stared off. Gillian’s words rippled through him. He’s from another planet. “Yeah,” he said. “I hear you.”

	“So now you know what I know. Take it or leave it.”

	Gray sat back and tried to make sense of the story. “Thanks.”

	“You want me to keep digging? See if I can find more info on dad?”

	Grayson somehow knew that whatever research Nelson did that he would find nothing. “No,” he said. “That’s good for now.”

	“I’m here if you need me. Just don’t forget to pay me.”

	Grayson chuckled. “You’re worth every penny, Nelson.”

	“That’s what all the girls say.” 

	Grayson heard Nelson laugh just as the line went dead. He put the phone down and stared, trying to think. Had the man actually healed his wife and brought his newborn daughter back to life? He scoffed at himself. Was he really buying into Gillian’s story? How could he? In all likelihood, Gillian had been alive the whole time and dad had just given her one swift slap on the back. And mom had perhaps not been as bad off as the doctor suggested. He shook his head at the thought. The whole thing was preposterous.

	A gust of wind shook the windows. Max popped his head up from his slumber on the floor and woofed.

	Gray looked down at him. “What’s wrong, boy?”

	Max jumped up and began to bark fervently just as the doorbell rang. Gray had not seen him that animated since he’d been a puppy. Frowning at his dog, he stood and walked to the front hall, wondering who would be at his door in this weather. The remaining reporters standing outside his gate hoping to get a photo or a comment had dispersed when the rain had begun to fall. He stood at the door, waiting to see if whoever it was would leave when three loud bangs sounded against the wood and Grayson jumped. Max barked harder. 

	Before he could even react, the bolt on his entry slid into the open position, the knob turned, and the door flew open. Two figures stood at the entrance, male and female, the wind whipping at their backs. Their hair and clothes were sodden, and they both looked as if they’d been waiting outside for hours.

	Gray reached for his cell phone, preparing to call for help, but when he put it up to his ear, it was dead. He looked at the display. The batteries, which had been recently charged, were now dead. He watched as the two people entered his home and shut the door behind them. As soon as the door closed, Max went quiet, and so did the house. The only thing that could be heard was the rain on the roof and the howling of the wind. The intruders stared at him and Grayson didn’t move. The man was huge, easily six foot four or more. His biceps almost split his slim cut long-sleeved shirt and his chest and shoulders bunched as water trickled down his face. The woman was smaller, but her clothes were just as tight. She wore snug jeans that sat low on her waist and a tight low cut V-neck shirt. The jacket she wore was zipped up to just below her breasts, emphasizing her narrow waist and ample cleavage. Water dripped from her neckline and down the front of her shirt. Gray recognized her auburn hair, almond eyes, high cheekbones, and alabaster skin. It was Nurse Eve, and the big man was undoubtedly her brother, Royce—the man who had directed Gray in the fire and Kenny in the hospital. Standing speechless, Gray realized Gillian’s siblings were standing in his front foyer. 

	Royce finally broke the quiet. “Where is she?”

	Gray attempted to think. “Who?”

	Royce made an irritated face and spoke to Eve. “I told you he was an idiot.”

	Eve stood staring at Gray, but she answered her brother. “It’s not me you have to convince.”

	Gray finally managed to pull his thoughts together. “Gillian?”

	The sound of his sister’s name irritated Royce even more. He walked right up to Grayson, arms crossed. Gray made an effort not to be intimidated. “Is she here, Steele?”

	Gray looked up at the man that loomed over him. “No,” he answered. “She’s not.”

	Royce didn’t seem convinced. He scrutinized Gray, and his face looked as hard as Gray’s granite countertops. “You slept with her, didn’t you?”

	Gray hadn’t expected that question but didn’t have to answer it because Eve stepped in first. “Whoa, there, Royce. Let’s watch the questions. What Gillian chooses to do with this man is none of your business.”

	Royce’s voice boomed. “None of my business! You know the repercussions if he’s—”

	Eve was unfazed by his anger. “I know the repercussions. You don’t have to remind me. But it’s unavoidable. At some point, it was going to happen.”

	“Damn it, Eve. We…she has to be more careful.”

	“This is Gillian, Royce. Since when is she careful?”

	Confused, Grayson finally spoke when he had the chance. “You two want to tell me what the hell is going on here?” They both turned. For the first time, he saw the worry on their faces. “What’s wrong?”

	Royce hesitated, as if debating to answer, but then he turned away. “Let’s go. He can’t help us.”

	Gray felt something cold crawl through his stomach. “What’s wrong?” he asked again. “Where’s Gillian?”

	Eve addressed her brother. “We can’t go. We don’t know where else to look. He likely knows who took her.”

	Grayson’s alarms sounded. “Took her? Did someone take Gillian?”

	They both continued to ignore him. “We have to be cautious,” said Royce to Eve.

	“If we keep being cautious. We could lose her. If she’s in the wrong hands…”

	Royce’s granite face softened. “If she’s in the wrong hands, he sure as hell can’t help.” He nodded his head in Grayson’s direction.

	Gray felt his impatience rise. “Is someone going to fill me in here? Where the hell is Gillian? Is she in trouble?”

	“That’s not the point,” said Eve to Royce. “We need to find her first. She’s been hanging out with him. If someone’s been watching her, then he likely knows who it is.”

	“Watching her?” asked Gray. “Who the hell is watching her? And why are Gillian’s brother and sister in my house?”

	His knowledge of who they were got their attention. “You know who we are?” asked Royce.

	Gray almost backed away again at his intense gaze. “You’re Royce and Eve. She told me about you.”

	Royce’s face turned dark. “Dammit. When I find her, I’m going to wring her neck.”

	“No, you’re not,” said Eve. She spoke to Gray. “What else did she tell you?”

	Gray realized they were all still standing in the foyer. “Why don’t we move into the den? We can talk there.” He walked away and waited. They stood for a few seconds but then followed him.

	Once in the den, none of them sat. “What else did she tell you?” asked Eve again.

	Gray debated how much to say. “She told me she had siblings. I knew she had someone looking out for her.” He looked at Royce. “You were in the fire and told me where to find Gillian. You also told Kenny where to go in the hospital.” He eyed Eve. “You were Cooper’s nurse. Told me to go to the twelfth floor.”

	“So you get a gold star,” said Royce. “But I want to know what else she said, and what happened after the hospital. Why isn’t she here?”

	“What happened?” asked Eve. 

	Gray debated whether to tell them everything, but he sensed it was important to be upfront with them. “After the hospital, she stayed here, with me.”

	“Did you take advantage of her?” asked Royce, taking a step forward. “After all she did for you, I’ll kick you through a wall if you hurt her.”

	Gray stood his ground. “No. I did not take advantage of her. She was as willing as me, if not more so.”

	Royce and Eve exchanged glances. “What happened then?” asked Eve.

	Gray’s confidence deflated. “I found out who she really was.”

	“What?” asked Eve.

	Royce’s brows furrowed.

	“She’s not a reporter. Everything she told me was a lie. The place she was born didn’t exist. The magazine she said she worked for didn’t know her. The name of a reporter who printed my story was in her address book. I thought she was a source, getting paid to get the details, and the reporter confirmed it.”

	They both stared with wide eyes. “That’s what she told you?” asked Eve.

	Gray spoke before he thought. “That, and that she was from another planet. Or at least her dad was.”

	Royce and Eve made no reaction, except to stand there.

	“I didn’t believe her, of course,” he added. “It’s completely ridiculous. I…” He remembered Gillian’s stricken face as she stood in his den.

	“You what?” asked Royce, his voice deepening.

	“I…” Gray felt the first pangs of guilt and pushed them back. “I kicked her out.”

	“You what?” Eve asked. She stepped closer.

	“You kicked her out?” Royce’s muscles bunched even more. “How was she when she left?”

	Gray swallowed. “She was crying.”

	Royce moved fast across the room and grabbed Gray by the throat. He shoved him backward until Gray hit the wall hard behind him. Royce held him by the neck and squeezed hard enough to constrict his air flow. “I’m going to kill you, Steele.”

	“Royce!” shouted Eve. She ran up to the two men. “Stop it. Let him go.”

	Gray gripped Royce’s wrist in an attempt to ease the hold the man had on his neck, but it felt like moving hardened concrete. He struggled to pull air into his lungs.

	“Royce!” Eve shouted again, and Royce finally eased off. He let go, and Gray bent over, sucked in a deep breath, and rubbed at his neck.

	“You bastard,” said Royce. “Gilli couldn’t betray anyone if she tried. She came to help you, risked her life twice for you, and you think she’s some vermin’s source?” Royce stepped back as Gray tried to recover. “What the hell does she see in you? I swear to God, if Eve wasn’t here right now and Gilli didn’t love you, I’d take you outside and drown you.”

	Gray managed to pull himself up after regaining his composure. Seeing Royce’s angry face, he spoke roughly. “I know what she did for me. And I love her too. You think I wanted to kick her out?” He waited and took another breath to calm himself. “But it’s the alien thing that did it for me. She thinks your father is from another planet. She thinks all three of you have special abilities. It’s why she says she showed up here in the first place. That I called to her and she answered.” He dropped his hand from his neck. “What am I supposed to do with that? It’s crazy. She’s bought into this whole story, and she thinks it’s true.”

	Royce stared at him and then at Eve. He backed off and walked away. Gray stepped back from the wall. “I didn’t want to hurt her. But I was so angry. I thought she was lying to me. Maybe I could have gotten past that, but then when the alien thing came up…”

	“Sit down,” said Royce.

	Gray stopped where he stood. He had no interest in sitting. “What?”

	“I said sit down,” repeated Royce. He made eye contact with Eve briefly before looking back at Gray.

	“I don’t want to sit down. I want to know what the hell is going on. Why are you here? Where is Gillian?”

	The energy in the room electrified, and a heaviness filled the air when the couch suddenly slid from its location near the fireplace and right into the back of Gray’s legs, causing him to fall backwards onto it. 

	“I said sit down,” said Royce.

	Everything went silent as Gray froze and looked at the couch, and then back to where it had been. Eve remained quiet. He tried to comprehend how the couch had moved on its own. “What the hell?” he asked. He looked back at Gillian’s siblings. “How did…?” Gillian’s words rang in his ears. Royce is very strong. He can move objects.

	“Listen,” said Eve, eyeing Royce for confirmation. “Gillian told you the truth. We are who she said.” She paused as if considering her next words. “We’re unique.”

	Gray barely heard her. “How did this couch move?” he asked. Max jumped up next to him and sat beside him, unfazed. He’d been quiet since the front door had closed. The coffee table slid next and worked its way up to the couch untouched. Gray stared in shock.

	“The same way that moved,” Royce said.

	Gray’s mind wouldn’t work.

	Eve came up next to him. “We are in fact the children of a man from a planet called Eudora, Gray. Gilli told the truth. We all have abilities. It’s how I know you’re wearing red boxer briefs right now.”

	Gray dropped his jaw. “What?” he asked. “How do you know that?”

	“Because Max told me. He saw you get dressed. He also prefers the wet food you used to give him. Not the dry.”

	Max cocked his head at him as if to say, Finally…

	Gray shook his head and Gillian’s voice popped in his head again. Eve can read objects and animals. He couldn’t absorb it. “What are you telling me?”

	Eve crossed her arms. “I’m telling you that Gillian didn’t lie to you. Well, except for being a reporter. But she wasn’t anyone’s source and she can indeed read people. Most people, at least. We’re all still getting our bearings as to what exactly we are all capable of.”

	Gray tried to stand but felt woozy and sat back down again. “I don’t believe this.” It was all he could think to say.

	Royce stepped up next to Eve. “Well you better start believing because if what we think is true, we don’t have much time.”

	Gray lifted his head. “Time for what?”

	Royce stared soberly at him. “To save our sister’s life.”

	 

	


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

	 

	A BOOM OF thunder penetrated Gillian’s senses. The vibration pulsed through the hard ground. The sounds around her began to shift from a ringing in her ears into recognizable noises. The rain pounded on the roof and the whiny sound of wind whistled through a crack or an opening somewhere nearby. Her head throbbed, and she opened her eyes but closed them just as quickly when the hazy light felt blinding and everything looked out of focus. Cold seeped into her bones, and she realized her clothes were wet. A groan escaped her when she moved her head and a flash of pain traveled down her back. Her midsection flared with heat. She had no idea where she was nor how she had got there. Her fingers felt the chill from the floor, and she opened her eyes again long enough to see that she appeared to be lying on polished concrete. Another crack of thunder made her head ache; she shut her eyes once more. She tried to think back to the last thing she could remember. The hotel. She’d been in the hotel and someone had knocked on the door. A brief flash echoed through her mind of her reaching for the doorknob and then everything went blank. The rain came down harder outside. She wondered if she were dreaming. Another attempt at movement made her groan again.

	The sound of footsteps caused her to open her eyes. Her vision was still blurry, but she could make out the shape of what looked like a man approaching her. He sat down in a metal chair beside her. It squeaked when it took his weight. Knowing she was in trouble, her heart began to thump. This man had taken her and now she was lying on the ground in a strange place, unable to move, and hurting from head to toe. She made no effort to speak, and she blinked again to clear her vision.

	The man, seeing her awake, spoke. “Welcome back, Miss Fletcher. How are you feeling?”

	Gillian recognized the voice, but her muddled head couldn’t place it. Although she wanted to move, she was too scared to try.

	“I’m sure you’re wondering where you are and why I’m here.” She heard the creak of the chair as he sat back. “I’m happy to answer any questions you may have.”

	Talking seemed like a monumental effort. Her midsection flared, and she bit back another moan.

	“The pain will pass. I had to hit you with a major jolt, I’m afraid. I couldn’t risk you fighting back and making a scene. I was unsure of how strong you might be.” The chair creaked again. “Thankfully, you’re still new at this. Guess good ol’ dad hasn’t had the chance to teach you.”

	At the mention of her father, she stirred and tried to push up, but she had no strength. Her head pulsed in time with her heartbeat, and she took a deep breath to calm herself.

	The man kept talking. “I can tell you are curious. Wondering who I am, are you?”

	She swallowed and tried to speak but it came out as a whisper. “What do you want?” Her vision spun. She still couldn’t see him clearly.

	“I’ll tell you what I want. I want you, your brother, and your sister.” She saw his blurry form lean in toward her. “I have to admit. You three were smart to stay away from each other. I expected this to be any easy job, but you made it a fun challenge.”

	She tried to shift into a more comfortable position, but it hurt to move. “But I figured if I found one of you, then I’d find the other two.” He paused. “I’d hoped that after the whole hospital scene and subsequent chaos that you would go home and lead me right to your siblings. But no, you had to go back with that egomaniac Steele. Of course, I understood what was happening between you and him. It’s not your fault really. But it just made me have to wait even longer.”

	He stood from his seat and leaned over her. “I’m a patient person, but I have my limits. And then it occurred to me.” He paused again. “What if I waited till the third day after your fling with Steele? How fitting would that be?”

	Gillian’s mind felt like mud. 

	“What if the woman he loved, despite the whole debacle with Stuart, died anyway on the third day?” She heard him chuckle. “I thought that would be the perfect ending to this irritating story.”

	Understanding began to slowly trickle past her foggy state. This man planned to kill her.

	“Of course, it helped that he kicked you out. My ploy to get him to doubt you worked very well. Perfectly, in fact.”

	As her mind continued to clear, she began to put some pieces together. “You were the source.”

	“Yes. I was. After I looked through your address book, it was easy to set you up. I just added Demille’s name and made a phone call. Gave him plenty of money to keep his mouth shut and tell a little white lie. Humans are very easy to manipulate.”

	Her body, despite its soreness, reacted to his use of the word “humans.” She understood its implications. “Who are you?” she whispered.

	He sat back down. His energy was as calm as a tree on a windless day. “I’m a Red-line, Gillian. Just like you.”

	Gillian blinked and wished her vision would clear, but all she could make out were blurred shapes and circles that made up his face.

	“A what?”

	“Oh, come now. Surely dad told you.” Reaching down, he lifted her shirt. She attempted to push him away, but he swatted her hands away as if they were ants on a picnic table. “You have the mark,” he said as his fingers trailed over the red scar on her skin over her ribcage. It was a highly sensitive area, and his touch sent a jolt through her as she jerked away from him. 

	The movement sent another wave of pain though her body, and he laughed. “Sorry,” he said. “Didn’t mean to make you squirm.” He sat back and seemed to study her. “You see, Gillian, you are a special case. You’re part human. You’re a rare breed.” He sighed. “Unfortunately, for you, it’s a breed that needs to be eradicated.”

	Her breathing had picked up. Her vision began to improve, and he began to come into focus. “Why?” she asked.

	“Because,” he said, “you’re dad broke a lot of rules coming down here. He slept with a human and had children with her. Three Red-line children with human DNA.” He stared off. “That is against the law. Red-lines do not cross breed with other species. We were never meant to. Now, I realize we may occasionally swim in other waters, so to speak, but precautions must be taken that prevents unnecessary offspring. Your father was not careful.” He sighed as he reflected. “He thought no one would find out, but he was wrong.” He grunted. “You see, it’s my job to filter out mutants and half-breeds, to prevent the dilution of our kind. Those on our planet no longer abide those that don’t measure up to our unique standards.”

	Gillian’s body slowly began to recover. Her aches and pains diminished and the heat in her belly began to recede. Her mind raced to think of a way to escape this man, but she knew her opportunities were few.

	“It’s a big job,” he continued. “But somebody’s got to do it.” He watched her uncurl. “Did you know there were others like you on this planet? Well, not exactly like you. They’re Gray-Lines. They came a long time ago.” When he realized she probably didn’t understand, he explained. “Gray-Lines are also Eudoran, although they lack the abilities and sensitivities of a Red-Line. They’re a sort of half-breed themselves, I suppose. We just ignore them though. They’ll die out soon enough.” He spoke with interest. “There’s actually a community of them not far from here.”

	She had no idea what he was talking about.

	He sighed. “Yes. When I’m finished here, I’ve got to head up there. Apparently, there’s another half-human Red-Line among them. Some sort of cross-breed experiment, I suspect. Not unlike your family. Such a shame. I plan to take care of her too.”

	She shivered at the thought of him hurting someone else. She had to find a way out of this. Her head still hurt, but she tried to pull herself together. She heard his chair scrape against the floor. 

	“But once that job is done, it’s back to Eudora for me, where I plan to find a nice, sandy beach to relax for a while.”

	Gillian squirmed. Her mind wouldn’t still. “Why?”

	He rested an ankle on a knee. “Why?” he asked. “I’ll tell you why.” His voice dropped low and Gillian’s skin prickled as her body sensed his anger. “Because I can’t abide rule-breaking. And my brother is a damn rule-breaker. He’s done it his whole life, and people think he’s charming because of it. Not after this though. As soon as I’m done here, I’m going to expose him for the fraud he is, and if I play my cards right, he’ll be exposed and exiled in front of the Grand Council while I sit and watch. But before I do that, I plan to make him suffer. I’m going to tell him how I found you and your brother and sister. How I used you as bait to lure them and how they came to save you. And when they did, I killed each of you, and listened as you cried for mercy. And then I’ll watch when the guilt of leaving you unprotected and ill-prepared destroys him.” He smiled. “I’m going to revel in his downfall.”

	His words stunned her. This man, who was apparently her uncle, planned on killing her entire family. “They won’t come for me,” she said with a shaky breath. Her eyes began to focus and his features began to take on a clearer shape.

	He grinned down at her. “Oh, yes they will. I left a few clues. Their love for you will bring them. Granted, I’d expected to get to them before this, but I commend them for holding back. I waited at the hospital, but they managed to keep their distance and stay separated. This time though, they’ll come.”

	Fear rippled through her. “Please don’t do this. They’re my family.”

	He leaned back down and studied her face. “Don’t take it personally. Look at it this way. At least you got your night with Steele. Based on what I’ve heard, female Red-Lines are adventurous when they Bind with their mate. I’m sure it was no different with you. You can think of him when I send you to your grave.”

	His words didn’t make sense, but she forgot about them when she blinked and her sight returned. His features came into crisp view and her eyes widened when she saw who sat in the chair.

	 

	**

	 

	Gray stared in disbelief. “What do you mean?” He tried to make sense of Royce’s words. “Stuart’s dead. Who else would want to hurt Gillian?”

	Royce grimaced with impatience. “This isn’t about you, Steele. This goes way beyond that.”

	“What?” Gray gripped a pillow on the couch. “I don’t get any of this. You two walk in here, tell me Gillian’s in trouble, and now you tell me that she was telling the truth. That all three of you are the product of an alien father?”

	“We don’t have time to explain,” yelled Royce.

	“Listen,” said Eve, trying to calm the situation. “I know you’ve had a lot thrown at you, but Royce is right. We are running out of time. Has Gillian been in touch with you since you last saw her?”

	Despite the moving furniture and the fact that Eve apparently conversed with his dog, Gray tried to answer. “No, I haven’t heard from her.”

	“Can you call her?” asked Eve.

	“We tried that,” said Royce. “Her phone is turned off.”

	Eve groaned in frustration. “So we try again.”

	Gray looked at the phone he still held. “I’d call, but my phone is dead.”

	Eve reached out and lightly touched his cell with her fingers. The display lit up, and he felt it buzz in his hands. 

	“Try it now.”

	His eyes widened. He started to say something but then changed his mind. Shaking his head, he punched some numbers and lifted the phone to his ear. It went straight to voicemail.

	He lowered the phone. “No luck.”

	Royce began to pace. “Where would she go?”

	Eve sighed. “She went to the hotel. We traced her that far.”

	“Dammit. I never should have let her out of my sight.”

	“It’s not your fault,” said Eve. “We can’t stay together. We thought she was safe.”

	They regarded Gray. He stared back in surprise. “You thought she was with me.”

	Eve looked solemn. “Yes.” She sat down in a chair next to Gray. “I tried to reach her yesterday, but she didn’t answer. I gave her the benefit of the doubt. She’d been through a lot, and I didn’t want to interrupt.” She gave him a knowing glance. “But when she still didn’t answer as of this morning, my warning bells went off. It’s not like her to disappear for a long period of time. We’ve all agreed to check in at regular intervals. She’s late by twenty-four hours.”

	Gray took a deep breath. “Since this has nothing to do with me, then I’m assuming this has to do with you?”

	Gray heard Royce groan in annoyance. 

	“Yes,” said Eve. “We have reason to believe that someone is targeting us.”

	“Who?” Gray asked.

	Royce’s patience snapped. “Who do you think? We just told you who we are. We’re different.”

	Gray tried not to get angry. “I don’t understand what you mean. Let’s remember for one brief second that I’m new to this party. I’m going to ask for some latitude here in order to adjust to the fact that I’m the only human in the room. Accepting that, hard as it may be, does not mean I understand your situation, so please stop assuming that I do.” 

	Royce stopped pacing. Eve broke the quiet. “Gray,” she said. “Royce, Gillian, and I are a combination of human and Eudoran DNA.”

	“Eu… what?” asked Gray.

	“Eudoran. Our father is from Eudora. He travels here when he can, but it’s rare when we get to see him. When he told us who we were, we were naturally just as skeptical. But, when we realized what was happening and what we could do, we had no choice but to believe him. He told us though, that because of who we are, we are at risk.”

	Gray tried to suspend his disbelief. “Why?”

	“Because we are half human. Our father told us that those in his society do not take lightly to those of his kind having children outside the bloodline, which he did. He felt confident that we would be safe as children, but when we grew up, we went through a change…” She stopped as if she struggled to explain.

	“A Shift?” asked Gray.

	Eve’s eyebrows rose. “Gilli told you?”

	“She mentioned it.”

	Eve nodded her head. “The Shift changed us. We became aware of our true nature. We could do things we couldn’t do before. It was a scary time for us. Everything changed.”

	She went silent, and Royce continued for her. “Our father told us of the danger we could be in. As triplets, we garner enough force that could attract unwanted attention. He asked us to separate. Spend less time together. He stayed long enough to ensure we were back on our feet and stable, but then he was gone again. After he left, we did as he asked. We went our separate ways. Eve and I,” he looked at his sister, “we have tougher skins. Eve is a social chameleon. She can fit in wherever she goes and does not lack for confidence. I like to move around, but am comfortable on my own. But Gilli—”

	“Gilli’s different,” interrupted Eve. “It was hard for her. It took her longer to adjust, and when we separated, she was lonely. We spent little time with our mother because we didn’t want to put her at risk either. At first, Gilli spent much of her time alone.”

	“A lot of that was due to the fact that she’s an empath,” Royce said. “She can feel the feelings and emotions of others. It was difficult for her to go out in public. Until she learned to control it and rein it in, she had to stay away.”

	Eve continued. “Once she learned though, she began to feel people’s need. And she began to differentiate between those who could use her help and those that couldn’t. Before we knew it, she started to go out and search for these people. Once she honed it further, she could pinpoint exactly who needed her help and where they were. We were sort of in awe of her.”

	Royce grunted. “She took too many risks though.”

	“We all took risks,” said Eve. “Especially at the beginning.”

	“She’s still taking them though,” Royce said.

	“We can’t ask her to live in a box.”

	Royce’s anger bubbled up. “I think we could ask her to not put her life on the line for some cursed bozo. Is that too much to ask?”

	“Bozo?” asked Gray.

	Eve ignored the insult to Gray and kept talking. “The problem is that if we stay out in the open too long, it’s possible for us to be found.”

	“Found? But who is looking for you?”

	Royce and Eve exchanged glances. “Anyone who thinks we should be eliminated,” said Eve. “We’re not considered true…” She looked away as she thought and asked Royce. “What did he call us?”

	“Red-Lines,” answered Royce. “We’re not considered true Red-Lines. We’re an aberration. And if anyone were to come looking, they would eliminate us.”

	Gray felt himself shiver. “Eliminate you?”

	“Yes,” Eve said.

	Gray could only stare dumbfounded. “And you think someone came looking? And found Gillian?”

	Royce and Eve said nothing, and Gray knew they were worried. He felt his own insides constrict. “And what if he has?” 

	Royce met his stare. “He’ll use her as bait.”

	“Bait?”

	“Yes,” said Eve. “He’ll want all three of us. He’s counting on us coming for her.”

	“And he’s right,” said Royce. “We will.”

	The information coming at Gray made his head swim. Someone was holding Gillian hostage? Someone who wanted her and her family dead? “Do you have any idea who it could be?” he asked.

	“Do you think we’d be here if we knew that?” asked Royce.

	“I thought you guys were sensitive. Can’t you pick up on him?”

	“Not if he’s like us,” said Eve.

	“Like you?”

	“Another Red-Line,” said Royce. “Only not the half-human kind.” His tone turned serious. “He could easily hide from us.”

	Gray considered that. “You mean someone else from this planet of yours…”

	“Eudora,” added Eve.

	“Whatever,” said Gray. “He’s come here to get rid of all three of you because he considers you to be some sort of mixed breed?”

	“Yes,” said Royce.

	“Exactly,” said Eve.

	Gray didn’t know what to think. Was he dealing with three crazy people? He couldn’t deny the couch moving and Eve’s knowledge of the color of his underwear, but could there be another explanation? Could they be conning him in some way? If they were, then he couldn’t understand why. Why make up this crazy story? They didn’t want money. He didn’t think gossip magazines would pay that much to make up this kind of story. Besides, what reader would believe it anyway? And the ones that did were likely quacks already. The story was completely irrational, but beneath all the insanity, he could tell that these two cared for Gillian and were scared. He could see that much. And if she was in trouble, then he had to help her. She’d done that much for him. He set reason aside and decided he could worry about alien visitors later. Right now, they needed to focus on finding Gillian.

	“How can I help?” he asked. “Where can we look?”

	Eve seemed relieved that he’d chosen to assist them. She sat forward in her seat. “Is there anyone you think might have been suspicious? Anyone who seemed out of place? Somebody who may have shown an unusual interest in her?”

	Gray thought back but no one came to mind. “No. Not that I recall.”

	“Think,” said Royce. “I know all the attention was on you and your problems, but try to think of something that might have been off. It may have been something small or just slightly out of place.”

	Gray tried to think of anything that might meet that criteria but had no success. “I don’t know.”

	Royce grunted and glanced toward Eve. “I told you this was a waste of time.”

	Just then, Gray’s phone rang.

	“Is it her?” asked Eve.

	“No,” said Gray, raising the phone to his ear. “It’s Kenny.” He answered it. “Hello?”

	“Gray?” said Kenny. “It’s Ken. You got a second?”

	Gray looked at his houseguests. “A quick one. What is it?”

	“Is Gillian there?”

	The question startled him. “No. Why?”

	“Something interesting we found. We got some more information on Marilyn.”

	“Marilyn?” Gray was confused. “I thought that case was closed. You think Stuart drowned her.”

	“She did drown, but we just talked to a friend of hers. She’d called looking for Marilyn. When I gave her the news, she couldn’t believe it. She told me that she’d talked to Marilyn.”

	“Talked to her?” asked Gray. “When?”

	“The day she died.”

	“What?” asked Gray. “What did she say?”

	“She said Marilyn was going out to meet someone down by the beach. Her friend pressed for more info. Apparently she was meeting a man.”

	“A man? What man?”

	“I was guessing Stuart. Based on Gillian’s statement, we assumed Stuart killed Marilyn.”

	“It’s the logical conclusion.”

	“I agree. But I’ve been doing some checking.”

	“What checking?” asked Gray.

	“Stuart’s whereabouts on the day Marilyn died,” Kenny said. “According to the coroner, she died sometime between 8 pm and midnight.”

	“So, what’s the issue? She meets with Stuart, and he kills her for sleeping with me.”

	“That’s just it,” said Kenny. “I checked the flight records. Stuart flew into the city around 6 pm. He met up with Fran and Cooper and they had dinner. Then he and Fran drove out to the island. The staff said they didn’t get in until close to ten o’clock and they went up to bed soon after.”

	Gray tried to follow. “Did Stuart sneak out to meet her?”

	“Maybe, but that’s not the point.”

	Gray felt the stares of his houseguests. He needed to wrap up the conversation. “What is the point, Ken?”

	“Marilyn’s friend. She was talking to Marilyn as Marilyn was heading out to meet this guy.”

	Gray felt impatient. “So?”

	Kenny huffed as if his own impatience grew. “So, her friend tells me they talked at eight o’clock. There’s no way Marilyn’s going to meet Stuart.”

	Gray’s insides churned. “You mean she was meeting somebody else?”

	Kenny paused. “Yes. That’s exactly what I mean.”

	Gray felt the color drain from his face. He knew what Kenny was implying. “Stuart didn’t do it, did he? He didn’t kill Marilyn.” He looked between Royce and Eve. “It was someone else.”

	Kenny expelled a deep breath. “I know this sounds crazy, and I may be making a leap here. Maybe Marilyn was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. But if someone else wanted her dead, then there’s the possibility that maybe he might want Gillian dead too.”

	Gray tried to force air into his lungs. His mind went blank. He stared at the floor and tried to comprehend the situation but raised his head when he heard Eve begin to hum.

	“I’d feel better if I knew she was safe and sound,” said Kenny. “Is she there?”

	Gray heard him but was distracted by Eve’s apparent attempt to share a song at an unusual time. Max woofed as Eve continued to hum.

	“What are you doing?” asked Royce, listening to Eve.

	Gray tried to follow the tune, but Kenny interrupted. “Gray?” he asked. “Is someone else with you?”

	Gray tried to place the song Eve sang. As he listened, he began to recognize the tune. It was a song from the past. They’d played it at his prom. It was “Under the Boardwalk,” by the Drifters.

	“Gray?” asked Kenny.

	“Yeah, Kenny. I’m here.” He stared at Eve. She rose from her seat, and Max walked up to her. She squatted down, petted his head, and held his face in her palms.

	“Did you hear what I said, Gray?” asked Kenny.

	Gray was transfixed as he watched Eve with his dog. “I heard you Kenny. I…” He didn’t know how much to say. “She’s not here. I’ve been trying to reach her.”

	“Cell coverage is shit right now with this weather. I’m surprised I’ve been able to talk to you this long without the signal cutting out.”

	Gray figured that had something to do with Eve’s magical touch. “I’m surprised too.” He kept his eyes on Eve.

	“You think she’s still in town?”

	Gray watched Royce watch Eve. The big man looked just as curious as Gray.

	“Yes. I think she is.” He wanted to tell Kenny his fears but had no idea how he’d explain the situation.

	“I’m going to the hotel to see if I can find her. You stay put in case she comes to your place.”

	“I will, Ken,” he said. “You call me if you find her.”

	“I will.”

	Eve broke from her stare at Max and stared up at Gray in alarm. By the look in her eyes, he knew she’d discovered something important.

	“Kenny?” he asked before Kenny could hang up.

	“Yeah?”

	“If something happens…” he couldn’t finish his sentence. Eve stared back at him in fear.

	“What, Gray? Do you know something?”

	He didn’t answer because Eve had his full attention. Her face was white and her eyes wide. “Who’s Franklin?” she asked.

	Gray thought of Cooper’s assistant. His skin prickled, his mind raced, and he began to put the pieces together. Franklin had the keys to his house. He could have easily accessed Gillian’s notebook. He thought back. He remembered Franklin in his kitchen, at Cooper’s birthday and dinner party, at the hospital. He thought about Marilyn. Had Franklin been the man she’d gone to meet?

	Royce stepped forward. “It’s him, isn’t it?” he asked Eve. “He’s the Red-Line.”

	“Shit,” said Gray over the phone.

	“What the hell is going on over there?” asked Kenny.

	“What’s the significance of the song?” asked Royce.

	Eve let go of Max, who trotted up next to her and sat at her feet. “He was humming it.”

	“Who was?” asked Gray.

	“Franklin,” said Eve. “He hummed it while he was here, in your house. You and Gilli were still at the hospital. He went through her things. Made a phone call. Wrote in her book. Max watched the whole thing.”

	“Son of a bitch,” said Gray.

	“Gray,” said Kenny. “What’s wrong?’

	“Just a second, Ken.”

	“That bastard,” said Royce. “He set her up.”

	“And I fell for it,” said Gray.

	“Fell for what?” asked Kenny.

	“But why the song?” said Eve, thinking to herself. “It was as if he knew I would hear it.”

	“It’s ‘Under the Boardwalk,’” said Gray.

	“What’s under the boardwalk?” asked Kenny.

	Gray’s heart thumped at Kenny’s question. “Holy hell,” he said.

	“What?” asked Royce.

	“Kenny,” he said into the phone. “I’ve got to go.” He paused. “If something happens…”

	“Gray, what is the matter?”

	“If something happens and you find Gillian before I do, tell her I love her.”

	“Gray, wait…”

	But Gray hung up before Kenny could finish.

	 

	


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

	 

	GILLIAN TRIED TO push up, but her strength had not returned. She managed to tip her head up and whisper his name. “Franklin.”

	His stare remained on her. “Feeling better?”

	She swallowed but her throat stuck. She wished she had some water. She blinked her eyes again. “How long?”

	“How long what?”

	The heat in her belly receded further, and she took a deep breath to steady herself. “How long have you been looking for me?”

	He looked up. “I don’t know. A couple of months?” He flicked something off of his pants. “I knew you existed. I just wasn’t sure where to start. But I know my brother. I just focused in on him and his energy. After a while, I narrowed it down a bit. The more I tuned in, the closer I got, but I still couldn’t pinpoint your location. If you’d stuck together, it would have been much easier. But I’m tenacious. After a couple of weeks, I’d narrowed in on you. I’d found a few people you’d helped, including Mr. Horn. Once I found him, I knew what to look for. The trick was not to look for you but to look for your next sob story. Didn’t take long after that before I zeroed in on Steele. He had the perfect tale of woe. I just sat back and waited for you to show. I managed to find employment with Stone in order to get close. But after waiting a while, I began to get impatient.” He sighed and looked out the window at the rain. “It was then that Marilyn showed. It was the perfect opportunity. All you needed was the reason to jump in with both feet. She provided that.”

	Gillian stared in shock. “You killed her.”

	He smiled. “Of course I did.” His eyes met hers. “And you showed up right on cue.”

	She pulled herself into an upright position and peered around the room. She appeared to be in a former retail store. Empty racks with naked hangars lined the back walls and wide shelves were covered in dust and random dead bugs. An armless mannequin stared blankly through the store window, looking out at the gray skies and murky rain. Another boom of thunder startled Gillian.

	Seeing him clearly now, she asked, “Why not kill me back then?”

	He made a pitiful face. “Because, as I explained, I wanted your siblings too.” He crossed his arms. “I figured out the plan you concocted with Steele and decided to use it to my advantage. If Stuart were to try and kill you, then brother and sister would surely show.” He studied her. “They did a good job though of protecting you, even at a distance.”

	“You knew Stuart was the killer?”

	His tone remained casual. “Of course I did. I knew it the moment I met him. I’m surprised you didn’t.” He leaned closer. “You’re supposed to be the more sensitive one, aren’t you?”

	She didn’t answer him.

	“Just lack of practice, I suppose,” he said. “That and you were obviously preoccupied with Steele.” He chuckled. “I didn’t realize it at first, but then it became apparent who he was to you.”

	Gillian couldn’t hide her confusion. “What do you mean?”

	He shook his head. “You still don’t know, do you?”

	“Know what?”

	“Steele,” he said as he relaxed in his seat. “He’s your mate, or at least that’s what you made him.”

	She tried to make sense of what he said. “My mate?”

	“Poor Miss Fletcher. He really didn’t prepare you, did he?”

	“Prepare me for what?”

	“You’re a female Red-Line, Gillian. You have some powerful…how shall I say it…urges. Especially when you meet the man you wish to Bind with.”

	She did not understand what he was talking about. “Bind?”

	“Yes. Which is exactly what you did with Steele.”

	“I did?”

	He grinned. “I’m assuming you two didn’t spend your time playing checkers after you left the hospital.” 

	Her face warmed.

	“And since you knew nothing about it that means you took no precautions to prevent it.”

	“I don’t understand.”

	“No, I know you don’t. It’s a good thing. It’s better you don’t know what typically follows once a Binding is complete.”

	Her eyes conveyed her confusion. “What follows?”

	He didn’t say anything at first, and her heartbeat picked up in speed. “As I said, it’s better you don’t know. You won’t live long enough for it to matter anyway.”

	He stood and walked to the window, staring out with empty eyes similar to those of the mannequin. Gillian shifted into an upright sitting position and tried to think. Her fingers shook with fear, and she clenched them into fists. She thought of her siblings and tried to reach out to them, but she felt nothing.

	“That won’t work,” he said.

	She heard him but didn’t answer.

	“I can’t let you stop them.” He turned back to face her. “Besides, it wouldn’t help. They’ll still come for you.”

	Remaining quiet, she watched him walk up to her and she fought the urge to back away.

	Standing over her, he asked, “Did he tell you about me?”

	Not understanding, she replied, “Who?”

	He shook his head as if he considered her slow-witted. “Carson, my brother.”

	“No. He rarely spoke of his home.”

	Staring at her for several seconds, he finally looked away. “I’m sure he mentioned something. What did he tell you?”

	Gillian considered her answer. “Not much. He only told us who we were after the Shift occurred for us. Even then though, the most he offered was to warn us that we were at risk. That’s when we separated.”

	Franklin tensed. “Fool. He should have prepared you. He should have suspected this time would come.”

	She stared at his profile. “I’m sure that his brother killing his family was the last thing he planned for.”

	Franklin turned. “His family?” he asked with a wicked smile. “His family is alive and well and living on Eudora.”

	Gillian felt her stomach drop. 

	“That’s right,” said Franklin. “He lied to you. Carson Binded with another Eudoran Red-Line. They have two children.” When he saw her shocked look, he smiled. “Did you honestly think he’d remain faithful to a human and her three half-human children?” He chuckled. “You’re naïve.”

	“He has another family?”

	“Of course he does.”

	Gillian didn’t know what to say. It made sense she supposed, but still the realization stung.

	“So you see,” continued Franklin. “He’s lied to you just like he lies to everyone else.”

	The shock eased, and she put on a calm facade. “He’s still my father.”

	“And you’re my niece. What’s your point?”

	Her mind raced for an answer. “Why bother killing us? We’re not a threat to you. We will never leave this planet.” He straightened as she spoke. “Whatever grudge you hold, why take it out on us?”

	His face turned angry. “He slept with a human. He had children with her. Half-human, half Red-Line children. We don’t do that, Gillian. Never have and never will. Once it starts, it becomes rampant. Before you know it, our Red-Line genes become diluted and obsolete. It’s unthinkable.” His face relaxed and his casual mood returned. “It’s not personal. It’s just necessary.”

	His argument upset her. “Just what exactly are you threatened by? Our human genes? Our lack of Red-Line perfection? Our budding, but unknown abilities? What can we possibly do to harm you or your precious bloodline?” Her tone turned sharp, and she felt the energy in the room electrify. “From what I do know about your people, you travel extensively throughout space. Do you honestly think that Red-Lines, either male or female, have not propagated with anyone else outside their species? Now who’s being naïve?”

	He put his hands in his pockets and rocked on his feet. “You should respect me, Gillian. Remember, I’m family.”

	She stared pointedly back at him. “I guess that’s the flawed human in me. Is that what makes me disposable?” Despite the warning tug she felt to stay quiet, she kept going. “And we may be related by blood, but you’re not my family. You think I’m horrible because I’m half-human? Well, you may be one hundred percent Red-Line, but you disgust me. If anyone deserves to be destroyed because of who they are, it’s you.”

	The energy ramped up further, and he stepped closer to her. His face turned red and before she could react, his hand came down and he slapped her across the face. Her head rocked back and her cheek stung with the impact. The shock of the hit stunned her, and she rubbed the raw skin of her cheek with her fingers.

	“You’re just like him,” he said, breathing hard. 

	She said nothing, although she considered continuing to provoke him. If he killed her before Royce and Eve arrived, then perhaps she could spare them. As soon as she had the thought though, she knew it would only make matters worse. Staring down at the floor, she said nothing, but his words penetrated and a theory occurred to her. Facing him, she responded, “This is about him, isn’t it?”

	His jaw clenched, and she knew she’d hit a chord. “It is, isn’t it? You hate him. This is some sort of revenge. It has nothing to do with us being half-human, does it?”

	Her words incited him. He reached down and grabbed her arm, pulling her up on her feet. She stifled a moan but found her footing and managed to stay upright. His face close to hers, he sneered at her. “You should keep your mouth shut about matters you know nothing about.” Spittle flew from his mouth, and she tried not to flinch at the iron grip he had on her arm. “The only thing you need to know is that you are going to die today. Right along with your brother and sister.”

	Something inside her snapped and before she could stop herself, she spat in his face. She braced for his reaction. The spit ran down his cheek. He reached with his free hand and wiped at it. Thunder boomed just as she felt a tingle in her body and then she shot backward, hitting a wall behind her with force. Her forehead hit a free standing empty clothes rack and she felt the warmth of her own blood as it began to stream down the side of her face. She crumpled to the floor and tried to collect herself, but her head buzzed and her body shook. Another wave of pain shot through her midsection and she whimpered, not caring if he heard.

	Huddled in a ball, she heard his footsteps as he neared. “It would be so easy,” he said and she felt his hand on the back of her head. She squirmed and tried to pull away. “To kill you now,” he finished. Looking up at him, she could see his eyes held a faraway gaze and she trembled. Returning his attention to her, he focused. “But it’s not time yet. I have…” He stopped and listened, his head cocked. She wondered what had made him pause. All she could hear was the downpour of rain against the roof. Scooting back from him, she stilled when she felt it too. She understood then what had gained his attention. Royce and Eve were coming.

	 

	**

	 

	Royce drove Gray’s car into the empty parking lot. He stopped at the entrance to a wooden stairway leading to the pier below. The storm had intensified, and the waves crashed hard onto the wooden support beams. Ocean spray shot high into the air and mixed with the rain, creating a heavy mist that blew erratically through the air. The vibration of the waves pounding the boardwalk’s support structure shook the vehicle. The stores lining the pier stood empty and dark. They had long since been evacuated and maintained a lifeless stare. The rain pounded the roof of the car, and Max woofed.

	Gray stared out at the downpour from the backseat. “You sure we needed to bring Max?”

	Eve’s concern was evident. She squinted and looked out the passenger-side window as if expecting to see her sister walk out of the rain. “We need him,” she said. She faced Gray. “He might come in handy.”

	Gray reached out to pet Max, who jumped into his lap.

	“You’re right,” said Royce from the driver’s seat. “She’s here.”

	Thunder boomed and Gray jumped. “Is Franklin here too?”

	Eve paused. “Yes. He’s waiting.”

	“He wants both of us. He’s using her.”

	Gray was anxious but felt his anger build. “How do we get her back?”

	Royce and Eve faced each other and Gray knew they spoke in words he could not hear. “What?” he asked.

	Royce popped the driver’s side door open and the sound of the rain invaded the car. Max jumped into the front seat. “You stay here. Eve and I have to deal with this. Not you.”

	Gray voiced his disagreement. “The hell I will. I’m not going to sit here while Gillian’s life is at risk. I’m going with you.” He popped his own door open.

	“Gray,” said Eve. “This is dangerous. He plans to kill us. We won’t be able to protect you.”

	“I don’t want or need your protection. You think for one second if she winds up dead that I’ll want to live either, knowing I didn’t do anything to help? No. I finally found someone I love…”

	Royce and Eve waited for him to finish. Royce eyed Gray from the rear-view mirror. “You’re sure?” he asked.

	Gray realized what he wanted to say. “I want to be with her. She made it possible for me to do that.” He leaned forward. “Alien or not, she risked her life for me and I’m willing to risk mine for hers.” He paused. “I’m going with you. I know this area. I hung out here as a teenager. That might come in handy. And if something happens and you can get her out, then don’t worry about me. Just go. All of you. Take Max too if you can.”

	Royce’s stare did not waver. “That goes for you too,” he said. “If this goes bad and things turn against us, then get out of here. You’re not strong enough to stop him. You try and be a hero and you’ll end up dead.”

	Gray nodded. “Listen, this pier is old. It’s needed renovation for years. I don’t have to tell you that one nasty wave could bring this thing down. So, whatever it is you’re planning, don’t linger. We all need to get off this thing or Franklin’s job is going to be easy.”

	Royce and Eve nodded and Eve opened her own door. “Then let’s not dawdle,” she said. She stepped out into the hard driving rain, zipped up her jacket, and flipped the hood to cover her head. Royce exited the car as well, and Gray and Max followed. Gray wore a raincoat, but Royce walked without one, seemingly oblivious to the rain.

	They walked to the staircase and without hesitating, headed down toward the pier below.

	 

	**

	 

	Inside the store, Franklin yanked at Gillian and pulled her back to her feet. Her body aching, she managed to find her balance and fought the urge to hold onto him for support. Holding her, he pulled her across the floor. The blood dripped down her face, and she wiped it away with the back of her hand. He grabbed the chair he’d been using and dragged it over to the window that looked out over the boardwalk. Looking though the rain, Gillian could see the angry sea beyond the pier. The water churned and rolled as powerful waves hit and splashed up across the walkway that led out over the water. She wished she could quiet her mind and go silent, in hopes of somehow hiding her signal from her family, but her turbulent emotions betrayed her. She was frightened, and she didn’t know how to silence her fear. Even if she could, she knew Franklin would still lure them in and there was little she could do to prevent that. She closed her eyes and thought of her father. She thought back to all that he’d told her about protecting herself. She remembered his conversations with all three of them. And the conversation he’d had with her alone. A stillness enveloped her and for a brief moment, she felt peaceful when she accepted what she would have to do. Franklin shoved her hard into the chair and then walked to the window. 

	He stood there several minutes and said nothing. Finally, he turned to her.

	“Get up,” he said, advancing on her. “Let’s go.”

	 

	**

	 

	The wind and rain lashed at them, soaking them despite their rain gear. They walked down the stairs to the pier. The wood creaked as the waves slammed into it from below. Water sprayed and the wind whipped and Gray felt the moisture seep into his clothes. Royce was drenched, and Eve gave up on keeping her hood up and pushed her sodden hair off her face. Max raced ahead of them, his fur dripping. At the bottom of the stairs, they paused. Royce and Eve stopped to listen, despite the noise of the storm. After a few seconds, they began to walk. Waves battered the pier and the ground shuddered beneath them. Gray hoped it would continue to hold. The structure had survived eighty years of storms. He hoped it would survive one more.

	He followed Royce and Eve. They passed locked businesses with dark store fronts and Gray peered inside each, wondering if Gillian was nearby. As they continued to walk, he looked ahead and saw the familiar large, blue and white tiled fountain. It was original to the site and in the past, when the stores were open, skies were clear and the day was warm, the fountain would run and the water would spray and gurgle. It was large and shallow enough for small children to run barefoot and play within it, water up to their knees, screeching in delight and drenching their pant legs. A bronze dolphin sprang upward from the water’s surface, its nose reaching skyward as if jumping to escape from the shallow confines of his enclosure.

	Gray stared at it now as the water lashed off the dolphin’s back, taking the place of the routine spray that normally spouted from its blowhole, and the fountain water below churned from the rain and wind, its color now dark and murky from debris that had blown into it.

	As they approached the fountain, their pace slowed and Max barked, becoming more animated. Royce and Eve stopped and Gray stared ahead, beyond the dolphin. Seeing what had alerted them, he froze where he stood. Another crack of thunder boomed, but he barely heard it. Gillian stood on the opposite side of the fountain, with Franklin gripping her hard at the waist. Despite the rain that lashed at her, blood dripped down her face. Nobody moved.

	 

	


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

	 

	GILLIAN SQUINTED AGAINST the rain. Within seconds of stepping outside, she was soaked to the skin. Her brother and sister were getting closer. Closing herself off as much as she could, she steeled herself for when she would see them. She gasped when Franklin pulled her up close and held her next to him. She cringed at the contact. The weather had worsened, and she could feel the creak of the wood beneath her feet. The spray from the breaking waves combined with the rain made it feel like she was in a washing machine, and as the ground shook, she could only hope that they all didn’t end up in one. If the pier failed, they would all succumb within minutes.

	Wiping at her face, she looked to see a large tiled pool in front of her. A copper colored dolphin rose from the surface. Franklin halted his movement and pulled her closer. She looked beyond and stilled when she saw Royce and Eve and, shockingly, Grayson too. Above the sound of the thunder and rain, she heard barking and knew it was Max. Her gaze met Gray’s. Everything that had happened before this suddenly seemed petty and insignificant, and although her heart leapt at the sight of him, she wished he hadn’t come. 

	Royce yelled through the rain. “Let her go.”

	Franklin’s arm pulled tighter around her, and she fought the urge to push away. Something told her to remain quiet and show no signs of struggle. She needed to keep Franklin convinced that she would not fight back. 

	Franklin chuckled. “You want her? She’s right here. Come and get her.”

	No one moved.

	Eve spoke next. “You okay, Gilli?”

	Thunder cracked again. “I’m okay,” Gillian answered. “You shouldn’t have come.”

	Eve walked closer to the fountain’s edge. “Would you have come for me?”

	Gillian didn’t answer.

	Grayson finally spoke. “What the hell are you doing, Franklin? You let her go and they’ll go easier on you.”

	Franklin didn’t hide his amusement. “Unless you’re as incompetent as your partner, Steele, you know what you’re dealing with. Go easy on me? After I kill all of you, I’m simply going to walk away. By this time tomorrow, I’ll be finishing up one last job and then after that, well, let’s just say I won’t be in the vicinity any more. Fear of your authorities is one thing I do not have worry about.”

	“Why do this?” asked Royce. “There’s nothing to fear. Just let us be and go home. You’ll never have to worry about us.”

	Franklin scowled. “I didn’t travel the mileage I did to have a conversation about our grievances, dear nephew. I came here to kill my brother’s children. Regardless of whatever admirable qualities you all may have, your father broke the rules and he’ll answer to that. He made the mistake of bringing you into this world, so now he must deal with me taking you out of it. I don’t compromise.”

	The word “nephew” hung in the air, and Gillian could feel Royce’s confusion, as well as Eve’s. She silenced her mind and tried not to let the emotions of her brother and sister, nor that of Grayson’s, impair her ability to think. Another memory of her father popped into her head. At that exact moment, she made eye contact with Royce and Eve. Her mind raced, and she wondered if they’d had the same flashback.

	“Dammit, Franklin,” Gray said. “Don’t do this. You can’t kill us all. One of us will get to you. You won’t get out of here.”

	Franklin didn’t answer. Standing beside him, Gillian felt chills course through her and she knew it wasn’t from the cold. Suddenly, his weight shifted, and within seconds, she felt herself lifted with unseen hands. And then she was in the fountain, struggling, with her head submerged beneath the murky water.

	 

	**

	 

	 Everyone moved at once. Royce and Eve jumped into the fountain and were at Gillian’s side in seconds. Grayson followed. Max leapt in with them, his legs just long enough to keep his head above the water. They grabbed at Gillian to pull her up, but she felt heavy as if she’d been chained to the bottom. Royce and Eve pulled at her arms and Gray grabbed at her waist, but it felt like she was encased in concrete.

	After several panicked seconds, Royce stopped pulling and grabbed Eve’s elbow. She continued to yank frantically on Gillian’s arm.

	“Eve!” he said, over the noise of the storm. She stopped. “Take my hand!” He grasped Eve’s palm. They both reached down with their free hands and held Gillian at the shoulders. Gray didn’t understand what they were doing. The siblings went still and closed their eyes. 

	Her arms now free, Gillian flailed as she tried to push herself up for air but was unable to free herself from the invisible grip that held her down.

	“What are you doing?” Gray yelled at them. He continued to pull at Gillian with no success. “We’ve got to get her out of here!”

	A chuckle caught his attention and he looked over at Franklin, who now stood beside the fountain, watching the scene unfold.

	“They’re trying,” Franklin said, blinking against the rain. “But they will fail.” He shrugged. “This is just too easy. You really should have stayed home. Nobody should have to watch their intended die.”

	Gray felt the anger bubble up and fuel him. He didn’t understand why Gillian couldn’t be freed, but he knew Franklin was somehow responsible for it. 

	“I’ll kill you, Franklin,” he shouted into the storm. “There’s no where you can hide.”

	Franklin’s grin widened. “Your money can’t get you to where I’m going, Steele.” He wiped the water off his face. “Not yet, at least.” He observed Gillian’s struggle. “Just another minute…”

	As Franklin stared at the scene, Gray saw a gray blur launch upward out of the fountain and contact Franklin at mid-thigh, knocking him backward. Through the driving rain, Gray could see Max, his jaws securely locked at the juncture of Franklin’s thigh and groin, biting down hard. Franklin, shocked at the impact, grunted and fell down onto the pier, just as Gillian shot up from the water, sputtering and gasping for air.

	Royce and Eve grabbed at her and helped her up. Grayson came up behind her and grabbed her around the waist to support her.

	“Get her out of the water,” yelled Royce. He ran for the side and jumped out of the fountain. Supporting her, Gray moved her to the edge and handed her to Royce who lifted her out. Eve exited also and helped Royce carry her away from the fountain and lay her on the pier. Gillian continued to cough and gasp but was conscious and breathing.

	Gray jumped out of the water and looked over in time to see Franklin recovering as Max maintained his painful hold on Franklin’s thigh. Franklin sat up and touched Max’s back. Max instantly released his bite and made a strangled high-pitched yelp. 

	“No!” yelled Gray, but he could only stand helpless as his dog flew through the air. He hit the ground hard about fifteen feet away from Franklin.

	“Damn mutt,” said Franklin, studying his wound. Despite the rain and his wet clothes, blood seeped up through his trousers. He touched the area, and his fingers came back red.

	Seeing his dog lying unmoving on the ground, Gray stood in shock. He turned to confront Franklin but found that the man had returned his attention back on the Fletcher family.

	Gillian had managed to sit upright. Satisfied that she was okay, Royce faced Franklin, who approached slowly, limping from his injury. The rain continued its unrelenting descent and both men braced against the wind as a hard gust blew across the pier.

	Royce noticed the blood on Franklin’s pant leg. “You have some vulnerabilities.”

	Franklin glanced down at the wound. “A few.” He wiped his bloody hand on his pants. “But not many.”

	“Is this where it ends then?” asked Royce. He glanced at his sisters. “You’re going to kill us and dump our bodies into the water?”

	A wave slammed hard, water sprayed, and the pier groaned. Franklin looked out over the sea. “I’ll admit, I imagined it differently, but now that we’re here, it has its advantages.”

	“What about Steele?” asked Royce. “You going to kill him too?”

	Franklin’s lips curled up. “If he gets in the way.”

	“He knows about us…and you.”

	“What’s he going to do? Tell his policeman friend?” He chuckled. “They’ll send him to a doctor, prescribe him the appropriate sedative, and send him home.”

	Royce held his ground. “I know about your plans,” he said. Lightning flashed.

	Franklin paused. “My plans?”

	“I know about the other community, where there are others like us.”

	Thunder boomed. “Really?” asked Franklin. “Do tell.”

	“I warned them about you.”

	Franklin’s face dropped. “You did?”

	“I did. They’ll know you’re coming.”

	“You’re lying.”

	“Am I?”

	The two men stared, their faces like stone. Eve leaned down to help Gillian stand. 

	“Royce,” said Gillian, still sputtering.

	“I’m going to kill your sisters.”

	The vigor of the storm suddenly felt dwarfed by the energy generated between Royce and Franklin.

	“Not until you kill me first.”

	Franklin’s eyes flared. “And I’ll enjoy every short-lived second of it.”

	“Hey, Frank.”

	Both men, caught up in their energetic confrontation, turned to see Grayson came up from behind Franklin with a large pipe in his hand.

	“Enjoy this,” he said. He swung the pipe back and took direct aim at Franklin’s head.

	A surge of energy flooded the area.

	“No!” yelled Gillian.

	Before Grayson could bring the weapon down, he felt himself flung backward. He slid across the deck and his side hit hard against a wooden support post. He heard a loud snap as his arm took the brunt. Pain flared through his body.

	“Grayson…” Gillian moved to help him but only took two steps before dropping to her knees.

	“Gilli,” said Eve, who kneeled beside her. “What’s wrong?”

	Gillian’s face turned white.

	“What?” asked Eve.

	Gillian’s hands went to her throat.

	“Oh, god,” said Eve. “She can’t breathe.” She reached out for her sister but then froze herself.

	“Eve?” asked Royce.

	Eve’s hands came up to her own throat, she dropped to a crouch, and her eyes flared. 

	“No,” said Royce.

	“Looks like you’ve got a problem,” Franklin said. “I’ll give you a choice. Which one do you want to save?”

	Royce stared in horror as both his sisters struggled for air. They clutched at the ground and dropped low, their faces tight with terror.

	Royce bellowed, turned, and launched himself at Franklin. His upper body slammed into Franklin’s and they both fell down hard onto the pier. Royce wrapped his hands around Franklin’s throat and he squeezed, his face clenched in fury.

	Despite the grip on his neck, Franklin reached out his hand and touched Royce’s side; the reaction was immediate. Royce groaned and pulled back, his hand clutching at his abdomen. He rolled off of Franklin and curled up, gripping his midsection.

	Franklin rose up slowly, holding his neck and watching Royce attempt to uncurl and fight the pain assailing him. “That’s called a heat flare. Something your dad should have taught you.” He stood, straightened his soaked shirt and jacket, and walked over to Royce’s slumped form. “It’s painful, but the zap I gave you would be considered mild.” He squatted down. “It can be much worse, as you’ll soon learn.”

	Franklin loomed over Royce, who lay huddled on the ground in puddles of water, gripping his side. Both Gillian and Eve, heads dropped and hands at their throats, struggled to breath. Forcing himself up, Grayson felt intense pain flare through his left arm. He cradled it close and held it against his body. The pipe he’d dropped lay nearby, and he reached for it, gripping it in his right hand. His face dripped water and he wiped at it with his uninjured arm. He didn’t know if he could stop Franklin or not, but if Franklin was going to kill Gillian and her family in front of him, then he would die right along with them. Bracing himself against the beam he’d fallen against, he held the pipe, steadied himself, and began to walk toward Franklin.

	 

	**

	 

	Franklin lifted his hand, ready to zap Royce again but he paused. He turned and saw Grayson, who approached with one arm against his torso and the other still wielding the pipe. Lightning hit close by and thunder cracked, but Grayson didn’t flinch. Neither did Franklin. Another wave hit hard and water sprayed up. Grayson squinted against it. The pier shuddered and groaned as another crack of thunder shook the air. Despite the weather, both men faced each other, neither backing down.

	“Haven’t had enough yet?” Franklin asked.

	“Not until I splatter your brains into fish food,” said Gray. His jacket blew open, but he paid no attention.

	“Colorful.” Franklin looked him over. “I’ll never understand how you and that idiot Stone made yourself into millionaires. Just goes to prove the inadequacies of the human race.”

	Lightning flashed nearby, and the air sizzled. Grayson stood still, but his heart raced. “We have a few advantages.”

	“Name one,” said Franklin. He nodded at the woman fighting for air. “And maybe I’ll take pity and let your girlfriend breathe one last time.”

	Gray gripped the pipe in his hand. He tried not to think of Gillian struggling for air just feet away from him. “We know that no matter how bad things may seem, we can still come out ahead.”

	“So, you’re over-confident.” He shook his head. “Sorry. That answer gains you nothing.”

	“That’s where you’re wrong, Frank,” said Gray, and he raised his pipe. “Because you’re about to find out just exactly who you’re dealing with.” Thunder and lightning hit simultaneously and the boom of thunder sliced through the noise of the pounding rain and crashing waves. A current of newfound energy coursed through Gray just as a sudden wave of nausea hit him and he swayed, but it passed quickly and he regained his balance. “And I’m not the one who’s over-confident,” he said waving the weapon. “You are.” 

	Lunging forward, he swung the pipe, noticing that the piece of metal almost looked luminescent in his hand. Something inside him churned and, despite his injuries, he felt ten feet taller and the pipe felt as light as a cardboard tube. He swiped the metal out in an arc, but not toward Franklin. Surprised, Franklin’s eyes widened as Grayson slammed the weapon into the wooden pier and the pipe bounced back up from the force of the hit.

	“Proving my point, I see,” said Franklin.

	Gray raised the pipe again and slammed it back down onto the pier. The structure moaned and creaked. The electricity running through Gray’s bones and muscles made him wonder if he’d somehow been struck by lightning. He felt no pain. “No,” he said. “You’re proving mine.”

	Another powerful wall of water hit the pier just as Grayson slammed the pipe into the deck for the third time. The pier shuddered, split, and cracked opened beneath Franklin’s feet. The wood beneath him began to separate.

	“You should watch where you stand, Frank, or should I say Galen?” Gray stepped away from the widening crack. His voice didn’t sound like his own, but he didn’t have time to think about it. “It’s not too stable around here.” 

	At the mention of the name “Galen,” Franklin’s face turned white. “How did you…”

	 Another strong wave hit and the crack doubled in size. Franklin jumped back. The distraction gave Gray the opportunity to swing the pipe one last time, only this time it connected with Franklin’s shoulder.

	Franklin fell back hard against the ground and grabbed at his arm. The moment he fell, Eve and Gillian gasped and sucked in deep breaths of air. Royce uncurled and managed to stand. He rushed to his sisters’ aide, pulling them away from the widening fissure.

	The crack grew, and Gray swayed but stayed rooted to his spot. He cocked his head. “Wondering how I know you’re true name?” Gray braced himself against the wind. “You know how I know, Galen.”

	Franklin rolled away before the widening opening could suck him in. He winced and held his shoulder but managed to dodge the growing hole in the wood. He pulled himself up. His face bunched in anger, and he briefly glanced up at the sky, as if staring at more than storm clouds, but then he looked back at Grayson. His lip curled. “You can’t save them.”

	The wind and rain pelted everyone. Franklin swayed, but he reached out and braced himself against an empty iron bench. Grayson held the pipe and used it to support his weight as the pier continued to rock beneath him. “They don’t need me.”

	Franklin narrowed his eyes and returned his attention to Royce, Eve, and Gillian, who stood together. His hand gripped his wounded shoulder. “Don’t get too comfortable.” He rubbed his injury. “We’re not through here.”

	Nobody said anything, but Gray saw Royce take Gillian’s and Eve’s hand in each of his. Their fingers turned white from their grip. Electricity tingled through Gray but with less intensity than before, as if some part of him knew that his role in this drama was now complete.

	“Ready?” Gray heard Royce ask.

	Neither woman responded audibly, but Gray felt sure that some sort of communication had been sent.

	Franklin wobbled, but he let go of the bench. “I’ve wasted enough time. Let’s end this.” He advanced on the trio. “I should have finished you all the moment I saw you.”

	The Fletcher’s remained where they stood. Gillian, intently focused on Franklin, broke her stare long enough to meet Grayson’s eyes. The words “I love you” popped into his head just before she turned back toward Franklin.

	Icy fear ripped through Gray, and he dropped the pipe. The energy previously coursing through him suddenly evaporated; he couldn’t summon any more. Everything seemed to move in slow motion. His feet seemed frozen in place, and he watched in shock as Franklin bore down on the siblings. The man raised his hand as if directing an unseen force. But just as suddenly, an unexpected flash of light brighter than any lightning bolt pulsed outward from the siblings and the air popped as if a sonic jet had passed over them. A dry wave of heat hit Gray in the chest and he flew backward and fell hard onto the wooden deck, just as a wrenching crack sounded. Gray, dazed but hearing screams, raised his head and caught a brief glimpse of Franklin engulfed in flames before the pier lurched violently beneath him. Another wave smashed and the wood buckled, spraying shards of wet splinters into the air. Before he could move, the ground beneath him completely gave way and he was plunged into a wet abyss.

	 

	


CHAPTER THIRTY

	 

	 

	INKY BLACKNESS ENVELOPED him, and he fought to push through it. A force held him down, and he couldn’t breathe. Panicked, he struggled, desperate to find relief. There was nothing to help him though. It was as if he floated in the void of space but without the stars to guide him. He tumbled and flailed but was at the complete mercy of the sea. He stretched his hands blindly, searching for a lifeline, but they grasped at emptiness. He rose and fell, but the surface eluded him. Lungs bursting, he gasped and water filled his lungs. Strength vanishing, he gave up and let go, allowing the current to carry him. But his survival instinct remained and with one last effort, he lunged for the surface and felt a shockwave of relief when a hand grasped his wrist.

	Gray startled and opened his eyes. Everything was hazy. He blinked and awareness began to creep in. He could hear the sound of faint beeping. As his vision cleared, he realized he was in a bed, and more importantly, he was warm and dry. He swallowed, but his throat stuck. The more conscious he became, the more the aches and pains in his body blossomed. Blinking again, he looked around and realized he was in a hospital. He tried to move and groaned. His arm and side flared, and his vision spun.

	A chair creaked, and he heard a voice beside him. “Hey, Cochise. You awake?”

	His head still muddy, Gray turned toward the sound and saw Cooper sitting next to him. He tried to talk, but nothing came out.

	Cooper retrieved a water glass with a straw. “Here. Drink some.”

	Gray sucked at the liquid and gave silent thanks. The water opened his throat and helped to negate the nagging taste of seawater.

	“Thanks,” he whispered.

	Cooper put the water down. “How are you feeling?”

	Grayson swallowed and closed his eyes against a pulsing headache. He managed to speak, although his voice sounded more like a croak. “How do I look?”

	“Like shit.”

	“That’s how I feel.”

	“I’m guessing.”

	Gray tried to think back, but his head hurt. “What happened?”

	Cooper pulled his chair closer. “I’d like to ask you the same question.”

	Gray cleared his throat. “What do you mean?”

	“Kenny found you unconscious on a section of pier down by the boardwalk. It was one of the few sections that hadn’t collapsed. He called for help and the ambulance brought you here. You’ve been unconscious for two days.”

	“Two days?” he asked, still sluggish.

	“Yes. You almost drowned. You had water in your lungs, you’ve got a broken collarbone and three cracked ribs. You’re lucky to be alive.”

	“I’ve been here for two days?”

	“Yes. Is your brain impaired too?”

	Everything was a blur, except for an image of him riding in a car with Max. “Max. Where’s Max?”

	“Relax. Max is fine.”

	Gray tried to sit up. “Where is he? Is he okay?” Gray bit back another moan when his side flared and his head throbbed.

	“Sit back, will you? I told you he’s fine. He’s the reason Kenny found you.”

	Gray lowered himself back down. He sucked in a breath when his ribs pulled. “What are you talking about?”

	Cooper pulled the sheets up. “Kenny went looking for you. Said you were talking crazy over the phone and mentioned the boardwalk. It worried him enough to go looking for you. He went to your house, but you weren’t there. He headed to the pier and found your car, but not you. He saw that the pier had collapsed and a good portion of ocean front property had gone with it. He was about to call in the cavalry when he heard barking. He followed it and found his way to a section that was still intact and found you.”

	“Max is okay?”

	“Apparently your hearing has also been affected. Yes. He’s at your place. I’ve asked Maria to keep an eye on him. He’s up to his eyeballs in home-cooked meals, I’m sure.”

	Gray finally eased back fully and rested his head into the pillow.

	“You gonna tell me what happened?”

	Gray closed his eyes, but all he could see was darkness, and then he felt himself tumbling, as if the sea had him again in its grip. He grabbed at the bed sheets. His eyes shot open, and he gritted his teeth.

	“Hey, take it easy.” Cooper put his hand on Gray’s forearm. Sweat popped out on Gray’s skin. “You want me to get someone?” He reached for the call button.

	“No,” Gray managed to say. “Give me a second.” He took a deep breath and tried to calm his nerves. “I’m okay.”

	“You don’t look okay.” Cooper studied him. “Try to relax.”

	Gray took another deep breath and the vertigo began to ease. “I’m all right.”

	“Did you remember something?”

	Gray tried to clear the fog from his brain. He remembered the swirling water, but this time the vertigo did not return. “I fell in the ocean.”

	“Thanks for the tip, but we know that much. The question is how did you get in there? And how did you get out? Why were you at the pier? What does this have to do with Gillian?”

	Gillian. He pushed up again and ignored the pain it caused. “Gillian. Where’s Gillian?”

	Cooper put a hand on his shoulder. “I don’t know. Lay back…”

	“Did Kenny find her?” Gray shivered, although he was sweating. “Is she alive?”

	“Why wouldn’t she be? Is she the reason you were out there? What’s going on, Gray?”

	“Where is she? Is she all right?”

	“Grayson…”

	Gray turned his tired eyes toward his friend. “Answer me. Have you seen her? Did Kenny find her?”

	“Sit back…”

	His muscles shook with exhaustion. “Stop telling me to sit back.”

	“She’s fine,” said Cooper. “What the hell is the matter with you?”

	Gray stilled. “She’s fine? How do you know?”

	Cooper paused. “Because I saw her.”

	Gray’s hair stood up. “You saw her? When? Where?”

	“Here. At the hospital. Yesterday.”

	“Yesterday?”

	“Yes. She came to see you.”

	“She did?”

	“Yes. But she didn’t stay long.”

	“Where is she? Is she here?” Gray noticed Cooper’s worried look. “What is it?”

	“Gray…”

	“What?”

	Cooper’s discomfort increased. “She left.”

	Gray’s heart thumped. “She left?”

	“Listen, buddy. Maybe you should rest…”

	“Dammit, Cooper. What the hell happened? Where is she?”

	Cooper hesitated. “Gray,” he finally spoke. “She’s gone. She’s not coming back.”

	“What? You mean to the hospital?”

	Cooper hung his head. “No. I mean at all.” He sighed. “She left you a note.” He bobbed his head toward the small side table next to the bed. Gray saw an envelope with his name written across the front. Next to it sat a can of wet dog food.

	“I’m sorry, Gray. I came in and saw her sitting with you. She couldn’t have been here long. I tried to talk to her, but she was upset and wouldn’t stay. She didn’t look too great, either. It was obvious she was in distress.”

	“She left?” Gray continued to stare at the envelope.

	Cooper paused. “Yes.”

	Gray’s body protested its upright position, and he flinched. “How do you know she’s not coming back?”

	Cooper hesitated again. “She told me to tell you that she was sorry about what happened. That she didn’t mean for you to get hurt and…”

	Grayson waited. “And?”

	“And that she loved you.” Cooper’s eyes softened. “In my experience, those are not the words of someone who’s coming back, especially if she’s telling them to me.”

	Gray deflated. With shaky arms, he eased himself back down on the bed, groaning as he laid back. His head flared and he wished he could return to his numb-like state.

	“I’m sorry. I hate being the bearer of bad news.”

	Gray stared up at the ceiling. “It’s not your fault.”

	“You want to read the letter?”

	Gray shook his head. “No. Not right now.” His eyelids felt like stones, and he blinked.

	“You want to talk about what happened?” Cooper asked. “How you got here? You know Ken’s going to have some questions.”

	His haze clearing, Gray almost chuckled at the thought of what his friend would think if he knew what had occurred. “No,” he said. “Not now.” His heavy lids drifted down, but he forced them up. “You’re sure about what she said?”

	Cooper nodded slowly. “I’m sure.”

	“She wasn’t hurt?”

	“Not that I could tell. At least not physically.”

	Gray wished he had the energy to ask more questions, but his eyes would not stay open.

	“You need to rest. Get some sleep. We’ll talk when you’re stronger.” He pulled the sheets up again.

	Gray let his eyes close. “Yeah. Sure,” he said. His mind went blank with fatigue. Gillian’s face appeared and he tried to hold onto the image, but it faded as his weariness took over and he slept.

	 

	**

	 

	Gillian spoke, her voice distant but clear. “I’m sorry,” he heard her say. “I’m sorry.” He reached out for her but she vanished. Another face came into view and he pulled back when Franklin sneered at him. 

	“Time to end this.” Franklin’s voice echoed in his head. The sound of waves slamming against the shore reverberated and Gray shivered. “Time to end this,” the voice repeated as everything went dark and Franklin’s face receded although his voice did not. And then clearly, he heard a name whispered in his ear. “Galen.”

	Grayson jolted awake. It was quiet. He was back in the hospital room, the machine beside him now silent. The room was empty; the light was muted. The sound of shuffling feet made him turn, and he saw a nurse at the foot of his bed. She studied a computer tablet in her hand. He cleared his throat, and the nurse looked at him.

	“Hello, Mr. Steele.” 

	He swallowed but didn’t say anything. She moved beside him. “How are you feeling?”

	He spoke groggily. “I’ve been better.”

	She smiled. “Well, it’s good to see you awake. I’m glad to say you’re doing well.”

	His shoulder ached. “This is well?”

	“Better than you were. You’ll be on your feet soon.”

	“How soon?”

	She studied her tablet. “Couple of days.”

	He looked around the room. “Where’s Cooper?”

	“Your friend?” She tapped at the screen with a stylus.

	“Yes.”

	She put the stylus in her pocket. “I think he went to the cafeteria to get something to eat.”

	“He’s been here the whole time?”

	“Most of it.” She pointed toward the opposite side of the room. “He’s set himself up a little office in the corner.”

	Gray saw a laptop, papers, and a pen sitting on a makeshift table by a small couch in the room. “He’s been working from here?”

	“It looks like it.” She put down the tablet, reached up and pulled down a near empty IV bag hanging on a pole. She detached it and threw it away. She picked up a new bag off the nearby counter and replaced the old one. “I think he’s been worried about you.”

	Gray blinked. He thought of Gillian. “Have I had any other visitors?”

	After adjusting the IV bag, she checked another device beside his bed. “Well, from the times I’ve been on duty, yes. There was a police officer here.”

	“Kenny.”

	“And there was a woman.”

	“A woman?”

	“Yes. She was with your friend. I think her name is Fran? She’s been here a couple of times.”

	Gray sighed. “Anyone else?”

	The nurse picked up her tablet. “Not that I know of. The night nurse, Donna, will be on duty soon though. You might ask her.”

	Gray nodded his head.

	“You need anything?”

	Thinking, he looked over at his side table. “Can you hand me that?”

	“What?”

	“The envelope.”

	“This?” she asked. She picked up the letter with his name on it.

	“Yes. Thanks.” She handed it to him. He slid his thumb over his written name.

	“Anything else?”

	He stared at the letter. “No. Thanks.”

	“Okay. Hit the button if you need anything.”

	“Yeah.” He heard her walk away.

	Gray slid his finger under the flap and opened it. He pulled the letter out. Finding the bed controls, he raised the bed slightly. Staring at the folded sheet, he unfolded the paper and began to read.

	 

	Dear Grayson,

	I don’t know where to begin. I don’t know how we ended up here. When we first met, my only thought was to help you find the answers to your questions and to end the curse and suffering that plagued you. I didn’t know where it would lead or what my role would be. I only knew I had to follow my instincts. I didn’t know at the time that we would catch a killer, or that I would fall for you. I never expected to tell you who I was, or let you into my world. I always thought that because of my origins that I would always be alone. That I would never be able to reveal my secrets or those of my family to anyone. I resigned myself to that, as I’m sure Eve and Royce have as well. I didn’t let it stop me though from wanting to help those in need, and it didn’t stop me from helping you. Nothing could. It’s like a wave headed to shore (maybe not the best analogy right now, but it fits.). Nothing can stop it. 

	I told myself I would leave after I helped you. I planned to after we stopped Stuart. But I couldn’t do it. You pulled me in just like that relentless wave, and I couldn’t resist you. It was like you and I were sucked into the center of a whirlpool. The time we spent together was magical and I hold onto it like a lifeline. I think of it now as I write this and wish you were here.

	But what I didn’t think about was the future. Because of who I am, I put you and Royce and Eve at terrible risk. I can’t do that again. Franklin is just the first. There will be others. Seeing you fall into the water terrified me, and if it wasn’t for Royce and Eve’s help, you would have died. I can’t risk your life again. Because of that, I must leave.

	I know that you will think of the curse. That this is somehow related to you. But it is not. I am alive and well. My life will continue, although it will be missing something special—you.

	Please understand and do not come looking for me.

	I love you and miss you.

	G.

	 

	 

	Grayson let the letter fall in his lap. He dropped his head back onto the pillow and stared at the ceiling. Emotions bubbled up and his chest constricted. Denial, anger, frustration, sadness, despair. He rubbed at his eyes and wondered what he had done wrong. How had he ended up here again? Even though he knew he couldn’t blame a curse, he couldn’t help but feel bitter and angry. He couldn’t comprehend not seeing Gillian anymore. His thoughts drifted to their time together. Their first meeting on the beach, seeing her at Cooper’s party, talking to her in the moonlight, their interview on his patio, their plot to catch Stuart.

	He swallowed, and his breath caught, and the memories continued—kissing her on the deck, watching and wanting her for three days while she stayed at his house, searching for her in the fire, rescuing her in the hospital and finally having her in his bed… her laugh, her smell, her skin, her touch. He shut his eyes as the pain in his heart grew greater than the pain in his body, and tears sprang into his eyes. He wiped at them, trying to hold them back, but the more he thought of her, the harder they fell.

	 

	


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

	 

	THE CALM OCEAN and its gentle waves kissed the sand, the peaceful sound masking the destructive secrets the water held within it. The sun blazed above, but hints of a chilly breeze lingered in the air.

	Gray pulled the blanket over him. He sat in the lounge chair, watching the water. Max sat by his feet, occasionally popping his head up whenever Gray shifted as if hoping Gray might want to play Frisbee. But Gray did not. He dozed on and off. He’d been home for two weeks but had done little since returning. Cooper had asked Maria to check in on him and Max to make sure they were well-fed and alive. She’d done both. Cooper had visited twice, as had Kenny. Fran had brought him lunch one day. He’d said little during their visits. Kenny had asked for details about what had happened that day on the boardwalk, but he’d feigned forgetfulness, saying only that he’d gone to look for Gillian and had ended up at the pier. The storm had worsened and the structure had failed and he’d fallen in, but he remembered nothing after that. Gray knew Kenny didn’t believe him, but he didn’t care. It didn’t really matter anyway. It wasn’t as if they would ever find Franklin, and even if they did Gray couldn’t explain Franklin’s actions. Gray wasn’t sure if even he could understand them. All he knew was that after all he’d been through to end his curse, he’d found himself right back where he’d been. Although this time the woman he loved was not dead, but still gone, and that somehow felt even worse. Because she was out there somewhere, yet he couldn’t have her.

	He tried to find a comfortable position. His pain pills were in the kitchen, but he had not taken them in a week. He preferred the discomfort. It helped to distract him. His ribs were better and they rarely ached, but his left arm remained in a brace. The shoulder was painful and it hurt to sleep, but he doubted he would have slept anyway. Ten day old stubble grew on his face because he couldn’t summon the motivation to shave. 

	Footfalls on the back steps drew his attention, and he turned to see Cooper climbing the stairs. Max jumped up and greeted him, excited to have something to do. When Cooper reached the landing, he petted Max and sat down on a patio lounge chair. “Not answering the door?” he asked.

	“I didn’t hear the bell,” said Gray.

	“I thought you could hear it out here.”

	“I’ve been dozing. Must have missed it.”

	Cooper studied him across the table. “How long have you been out here?”

	Gray settled back against his seat. “About an hour.” He could feel Cooper’s gaze, but he ignored it.

	“You decide to stop shaving?”

	“I’ll shave eventually.”

	“Did you shower?”

	“This morning.”

	“About time. Last time I was here there was a distinct odor.”

	Gray didn’t take the bait. “It was probably Max.”

	“Since when does a dog have B.O.?”

	“You’ve obviously never owned a dog.”

	“You don’t need to own a dog to know what they smell like.”

	“I disagree.”

	Cooper chose not to argue. “How’s the collarbone?”

	“It’s better.”

	“Ribs?”

	“Barely notice them now.”

	“When do you see the doctor again?”

	“Tomorrow.”

	“You need a ride?”

	Gray shrugged and winced. “You offering?”

	Cooper snorted. “No. I just thought I’d laugh and point at you if you said ‘yes.’”

	“I’m not cleared to drive yet, so I guess I do.”

	“What time?”

	“Appointment’s at two o’clock.”

	“I’ll pick you up at one-fifteen.”

	“Fine.”

	They stopped talking and stared at the sand. 

	“How’s work?” asked Gray.

	“Work is work. Although I have to admit, it’s been hell trying to replace Franklin. I wish to hell I knew where he went and why he just disappeared.”

	Gray made no reaction but simply said, “Strange.”

	“Very strange. Guy doesn’t answer his phone. His address is a vacant lot. It’s like he never existed.”

	Gray fiddled with his blanket.

	“I mean where the hell did he go?”

	“I don’t know,” said Gray. “How’s Fran doing?”

	The question caught Cooper off guard. “Fran?”

	“Yes.”

	“She’s okay. Did she come by?”

	“Yes. Couple of days ago.”

	“Good. She seem okay to you?”

	“She seemed fine.”

	“Good.”

	Gray squirmed in his seat. “Yeah.”

	“You talk to Kenny?” asked Cooper.

	“About what?”

	“About anything.”

	“He stopped by for a few minutes yesterday. He apologized.”

	“He did? For what?”

	“For not believing me. For saying the things he said.”

	Cooper grunted. “It’s about time.”

	“He had his reasons.”

	“He should have known better.”

	“Maybe.” Gray tried to pull himself up in his chair without using his shoulder. 

	“You taking your meds?” asked Cooper.

	“No,” Gray said.

	“Why not?”

	“Don’t want to.”

	Cooper nodded. “That’s a good enough reason, I suppose.” He eyed his friend. “You sleeping?”

	Gray paused. “Not really.”

	Cooper reached down to scratch Max’s ears. “You left the house since you been back?”

	“No.”

	“You’re eating?”

	Gray shifted his eyes in Cooper’s direction. “Yes.”

	“You’ve lost weight.”

	“I’m not that hungry.”

	Cooper sat back. “The dog’s still alive. Obviously you’re taking care of him.”

	“Yes.”

	The two went quiet again. After a few silent minutes, Cooper spoke. “Well, this has been scintillating conversation.”

	Gray continued to watch the waves. “Sorry.”

	“You’ve been home for two weeks. How much longer are you going to do this?”

	“Do what?”

	“Feel sorry for yourself?”

	Gray frowned at Cooper. “Excuse me?”

	Cooper leaned forward. “Listen. Whatever happened to you was bad. You almost drowned. It had something to do with Gillian and she left. I get that.”

	“You don’t get anything.”

	Cooper raised a palm. “Then tell me what I’m not getting.”

	“There’s nothing to tell.”

	“Dammit, Gray. Yes, there is. I know you. I know when you’re keeping something from me.”

	Gray held on to his temper. He understood why his friend was frustrated. “I just need some time. I know you want to know, but the fact is, there’s nothing I can tell you that will make this situation any easier.” Cooper rubbed his face. “All you need to know about that day is that I went looking for her. I found her. What happened afterward is just drama. But because of it, I ended up in the water and she left. She’s chosen not to come back. I…” He stopped talking when he realized what he was about to say.

	Cooper waited. “You what?”

	“Nothing.”

	“What were you going to say?” asked Cooper. “You what?”

	Gray debated not answering. “I wish that I could have talked to her before she left. There were things I should have said. Things I needed to tell her.”

	Cooper nodded. “She knows.”

	Gray met Cooper’s gaze. “It doesn’t matter what she knows. She needed to hear it from me. And she didn’t.”

	“You don’t know where she is?”

	“I have no idea. Hotel has no record of her address.”

	“Did you ask Nelson?”

	“I called him when I got home. He’s had no luck.”

	“You’re kidding. Nelson? He could find Atlantis if we gave him the budget.”

	“I know. Apparently, she doesn’t want to be found.”

	“Did he try Horn?”

	 “No luck. Horn hasn’t seen her in months and has no address for her.”

	“Who is this woman?” asked Cooper.

	Gray said nothing.

	“She can’t disappear forever. We’ll keep looking.”

	“There’s no point.”

	“Yes, there is. You want closure, we’ll get you closure.”

	Gray offered a sad smile that quickly disappeared. “I want more than closure, Cooper.” He felt the weariness return. It was as if his energy had been sucked from him since his return home and he had no idea how to get it back.

	“What else do you want?”

	Gray stared with solemn eyes and answered truthfully. “Her,” he said. His gaze drifted back to the water. “I want her.”

	Cooper didn’t respond, and they sat in silence. They listened to the surf until the quiet was broken by the sound of the doorbell. Neither moved.

	“I thought you said you couldn’t hear the doorbell out here.”

	“Apparently I can.”

	“So you lied to me?”

	“Apparently I did.” The doorbell rang again.

	“You going to get it?” asked Cooper.

	Gray sighed. “Wasn’t planning on it.”

	“Why not?” asked Cooper. “You think it’s a repor—” He winced. “Sorry.”

	Gray threw off his blanket. “Don’t be. It probably is a reporter.” He swiveled his legs over the side of his patio chair. “You want to get it for me?”

	Cooper shook his head. “What? And steal all your thunder when they see me at the door instead of you? No. Besides, you could use an excuse to get your ass up out of that chair.”

	Gray stood and bit back a moan when his shoulder complained. He adjusted the brace and waited a few seconds to get his bearings.

	“You all right, Grizzly Adams? You’re not going to faint on me, are you?”

	Gray took a deep breath and let it out. “No. I’m not going to faint. Knowing you though, you’d just leave me on the porch.”

	“Nah, I’d get some water and throw it on you.”

	Gray didn’t doubt it. “Thanks.”

	Cooper grinned. “You’re welcome.”

	The doorbell rang again. “I’m comin’” said Gray. He reached the back patio door and slid it open.

	“It’s probably your mother.”

	“God, I hope not. That’s all I need.” He stepped into the house. “I’ll be right back.”

	“Take your time,” said Cooper. He settled back in his seat and closed his eyes, prepared to take a nap. “If it’s the Girl Scouts, get me some Thin Mints.”

	Gray muttered as he shut the door. “You can get your own damn Thin Mints.”

	He walked to the front entry and the bell rang again. “Jeez,” he said, “What’s the hurry?” Peering out the peephole, he froze, not believing his eyes. “Hell,” he said. He grabbed the doorknob and yanked it open. He stared at the female standing on his doorstep.

	Her gaze found his and she looked nervous. “Hi, Gray,” she said.

	He felt numb, but he managed to answer. “Hi, Eve.”

	The two of them stared across the threshold. Grayson couldn’t believe it was her. She wore slim cut jeans and high-heeled wedge shoes, and her fitted shirt dipped low to reveal a comfortable view of cleavage. Her hands were in the pockets of her blue-jean jacket and her auburn, curly hair was down around her shoulders and was tousled by the wind. Her flawless face was marred only by her sad eyes. “Can I come in?”

	Gray made himself move. “God. I’m sorry.” He stepped back. “Yes. Come in.”

	Eve stepped inside, and he shut the door behind her. She stood there in his foyer and his mind raced with a million questions, but he said nothing.

	She looked him up and down. “You look terrible. What’s up with the beard?”

	Reaching for his jaw, he rubbed at the stubble. “I haven’t felt much like shaving.” He thought about it. “Guess I haven’t felt good in general. I’ve been keeping to myself lately.”

	She studied his brace. “How’s the collarbone?”

	He touched his shoulder. “It’s okay.” He noted how she shifted on her feet. “How are you?”

	Preoccupied, she looked into the den. “You alone?”

	“Eve,” he said, ignoring her question. “What’s this all about? Why are you here? Where’s Gillian?”

	Taking her hands out of her pockets, she crossed her arms in front of her. She hesitated as if trying to make a decision. “I need to ask you something.”

	“What?”

	She looked down.

	“What, Eve? Tell me what’s going on.”

	“How have you been feeling?”

	He knitted his brow. “What are you talking about? What does that have to do with anything?”

	She became impatient. “Just answer the question, will you?”

	Frustrated, he almost argued with her, but then thought better of it. “My shoulder hurts…“

	“Not about the shoulder,” she interrupted. “I mean in general. Are you sleeping?”

	He paused, unsure where this was going. “If I’m lucky.”

	“Are you eating?”

	“Only because Maria won’t leave until I do.”

	“Lethargic?”

	He sighed. “Let’s just say I almost didn’t answer the door because of the energy required to do it.”

	“Sad? Depressed?”

	He opened his mouth to speak, but stopped and changed his answer. “What the hell do you think, Eve? I’ve fallen in love with a woman that I can’t have again. Happy is not an adjective I would use to describe myself right now.”

	Eve nodded. “Did you get her letter?”

	Moaning to himself, he walked into the living room toward the couch. Standing had become difficult at the barrage of questions, and he was tiring fast. Eve followed him, and he slowly sat down. He knew he looked pale, and he rubbed his eyes. “Yes. I got her letter.”

	“You got the dog food?”

	Just then, Max popped his head in the dog door and woofed. Running inside, he stopped at Eve’s feet and she dropped down to pet him. “Hey, boy,” she said, ruffling his fur. “He treating you right?”

	Max jumped up on her knee, soaking up the attention. Gray cocked his head. “You left the dog food?”

	She smiled. “Yes. I knew he would like it.”

	“He loves it. I’ve been putting it in with his dry food.”

	“Good,” she said. “It’s good for him too.”

	She continued to minister to Max when a thought occurred to Gray. “You saved him, didn’t you?”

	Her hands stopped in mid-pet, but she patted the dog’s head and stood. “What do you mean?”

	“I saw Max lying on the pier. He was injured. But when they found me, Max was standing over me, barking his head off and in good shape. How is that possible?”

	Eve studied a fingernail.

	“You did it, didn’t you?” asked Gray. “You saved him?”

	She finally looked up. “I may have had something to do with it.”

	“How?”

	She shrugged. “It’s just something I can do with animals. I haven’t had a lot of practice though. I wasn’t even sure I could help Max until I tried.”

	Gray shook his head. “I see.” He wasn’t sure what he thought about this new revelation. “Thank you.”

	“You’re welcome.”

	Gray considered something else. “And who saved me?”

	She paused. “Royce. We saw you go in. Royce jumped in after you. I got Gilli off the pier before we fell in too.”

	“But how is that possible? Most of the pier collapsed. And how did Royce not get swept away with me? There was no way out of that water.”

	Eve sat down across from him. “Let’s just say we may have had a few more abilities up our sleeve than we were letting on.”

	“More abilities? What? Are you Moses now?”

	Eve made a small chuckle. “No. I’m just saying that we had to act weaker than we were.”

	“Act?”

	“Yes,” said Eve. “It’s complicated. Our dad told us things about ourselves, but individually. None of us knew how it would play a part later, but he prepared us without us realizing it. When we finally all came together on that pier, that’s when it hit us.”

	“What hit you?”

	“Something about the situation triggered a memory. It happened to each of us. On our own, we couldn’t defeat him. But if we worked together, then we had a chance. Somehow, in that moment, we knew exactly what we had to do to defeat Franklin.”

	“You mean your energy combined was stronger than your energy apart? Sort of like,” he made a fist and bumped it against the couch, ‘wonder twin powers activate?’”

	She smiled solemnly. “Yes. Something like that.”

	“You weren’t aware of that ability before? It would have been helpful.”

	“Maybe, but my theory is if he’d known we were stronger, he would have prepared for that. He would have been that much harder to defeat.”

	“So it allowed you to play him? Lure him in?”

	“Yes.”

	“Pretty damn risky. Gillian almost died. We all almost died.”

	“I know. But thankfully, it worked.”

	He thought back to his encounter with Franklin. “Wish I could have had some of that ability.”

	Her eyes tightened. “I think you did.”

	“What do you mean?”

	She bit her lip as if gauging what to say. “How much do you remember from the pier?”

	His memories were vivid. “It didn’t go well. I tried to knock his head off with the pipe and he threw me into a beam. Next thing I know, I’m in the water.”

	“You don’t remember hitting the deck with the pipe?”

	He narrowed his eyes. “I what?”

	“After he threw you into the beam, you got up. You had the pipe, Gillian and I couldn’t breathe, and Royce was down. You swung the pipe and hit the pier. It cracked. You did it two more times and it started to give way.”

	Gray struggled to remember. “When did I do that?”

	“Right before you went into the water. It distracted him long enough for you to knock him down. It’s how we managed to get loose from his grip.”

	“I don’t recall any of that,” said Gray. “I did that? Are you sure?”

	“Gray, you swung that pipe so hard, it cracked the pier. That’s not ordinary strength. What you did should have been impossible.”

	Gray scoffed. “You must have been delusional. I never did that.”

	She shook her head. “I’m not delusional. We all saw it. And you did something else. You called Franklin ‘Galen.’”

	“I called him what?”

	“Galen.”

	“Who the hell is Galen?”

	“That’s just it. I don’t know.”

	“Why would I call him Galen?”

	She paused to think. “I think it was Franklin’s real name.”

	“His real name?”

	“That’s my assumption. Why else would you say it? But there’s no way you could have known that.”

	“Exactly. Which is why it didn’t happen.”

	“But it did. You knew his name, and it shocked him. You swung that pipe and knocked him down, and because of that, you gave us the upper hand. You saved our lives.”

	Grayson couldn’t believe it. He had no memory of injuring Franklin, swinging a pipe, or calling anyone ‘Galen.’ “What happened out there?” he asked.

	“I don’t know,” said Eve. “But we had more help than we realized, and obviously you were the conduit.”

	Gray didn’t understand. “You mean somebody used me?”

	“Sounds like it.”

	“How is that possible?”

	“Anything’s possible.” She stared off. “I have my suspicions.” She swiped at a dog hair on her pant leg. “Maybe one day we’ll find out.”

	Grayson recalled another question. “And what about that other community?”

	Eve raised a brow. “What other community?”

	“I heard Royce tell Franklin, or Galen, whoever he is, that he knew about another community. What was that about?”

	Eve clasped her hands. “Apparently we’re not alone.”

	Gray dropped his jaw. “You mean there are more of you?”

	“You might say that. Royce, Gillian, and I are Red-Lines. But apparently there’s a group of Gray-Lines that live here as well.”

	The fact that more aliens existed made Gray’s head swim. “What are Gray-Lines?”

	“They’re like us. They have similar abilities but are less advanced.”

	“Do they know about you?”

	“No, I don’t think so.”

	“And how does Royce know about them? Did he warn them about Frank?”

	Eve sat back. “No. He lied about that. He said that to unnerve Franklin. He’s never met them, but he knows where they live. Dad told him about their existence, just in case.”

	Gray shifted on the couch to ease the ache in his shoulder. “In case what?”

	“Maybe he wanted us to know we weren’t alone.” She rubbed her eyes in a gesture of fatigue. “It seems they’ve lived here a while, but based on what Franklin said, it sounds like they have someone else like us, a Red-Line, among them. Royce didn’t know that.”

	Gray remembered Franklin’s words. “If that’s all true, they should be told about the possible threat against them. If Frank knew about them and your family, then maybe someone else does too.”

	Eve nodded. “I agree.” She stared out the window.

	Gray followed her stare. Cooper was still out on the deck, and had, so far, not interrupted. Gray figured he had probably dozed off. “I still don’t know if I buy all this.”

	She swiveled her head toward him. “After all you’ve witnessed? How could you not?”

	“Maybe in some sort of small part of my brain, I can buy the existence of life elsewhere and maybe even of alien life among us, but being chased and nearly killed by one? Not to mention having someone or something use me to confront Franklin.”

	Eve lifted a brow. “I can’t explain that either. But keep in mind, you’re sitting here talking to one very good-looking, animal-talking, water-dodging extraterrestrial, so I think it’s time to consider a variety of possibilities.”

	He couldn’t deny that. “No, offense, Eve” he said, feeling the weight of his sadness return, “but the only extraterrestrial I want to talk to right now is Gillian.”

	“She doesn’t talk to animals.”

	He sighed. “I can live with that.”

	She reached out and took his hand. “What if I told you I could arrange that?”

	 

	 

	


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

	 

	GRAY DIDN’T KNOW what to say. “What do you mean?”

	     Eve didn’t reply.

	     “Where is she?”

	Eve let go of his hand. “Before I say anything, I need to be sure about something.”

	Gray’s heart rate picked up. “What?”

	She eyed him intently. “What exactly are your intentions with her?”

	“My intentions?”

	She leaned forward. “I’m not going to tell you where she is just so you can tell her your problems, blame her, or get angry with her. I need to know that you won’t hurt her.”

	Gray sat up straight. “Hurt her? I would never hurt her.”

	She studied him. “Royce and I argued over me coming here. He disagreed that you should remain in Gillian’s life.”

	“Why?”

	“Because despite whatever courage you may have showed on that pier, he doesn’t think that you are what’s best for Gillian.”

	“Isn’t that up to her?”

	She didn’t answer immediately.

	“What do you think?” asked Gray.

	She paused. “Honestly, I think it’s already out of our hands.”

	“What do you mean?”

	Her head dropped. “There’s something you need to know.”

	Grayson’s chest constricted. “What? Is she okay?” Eve remained quiet. “What’s wrong?”

	Eve’s head bobbed up. “She’s sick.”

	Something cold moved through Gray. “She’s sick?”

	“Yes.”

	“How sick? Is it because of what happened on the pier?”

	“No, it’s not because of that.”

	His heart skipped. “Then what? Is it serious?”

	“I…we didn’t think so at first. But, it’s gotten worse. Royce thinks she’ll get better eventually, but I…”

	“You what?”

	“I’m not so sure.”

	“Did she see a doctor? Is she in a hospital?”

	“No. It’s not like that.”

	Gray groaned. “Then what is it? What’s wrong?” Watching Eve, he could tell she was concerned.

	“Listen, there are a few things that you’re not aware of about us. In fact, even Gillian wasn’t aware of everything.”

	“God.” He rubbed at his face. “I’m afraid to ask.” He tried to prepare himself.

	“It has to do with females of our kind.”

	He swallowed. “Okay.”

	“I’ll try to keep it simple.”

	“Please do.”

	She thought for a second. “As I mentioned before, those of us from our father’s planet are either Gray-Lines or Red-Lines. Red-Lines have advanced abilities which Gray-Lines do not.”

	Gray tried to keep an open mind. “You mean the whole intuitive, telepathic, animal-talking, furniture-moving thing?”

	“Yes.”

	Gray nodded his head. “I’m with you so far.”

	“Red-Line females have their own unique traits as well.”

	“I can only imagine.”

	Eve played with her fingers and seemed to gather her courage. “They take mates.”

	“They take what?” Gray felt a strange heaviness wash over him, as if he was back in the water again and it was difficult to find air.

	“Mates,” said Eve.

	“Mates? You mean like a significant other?”

	Eve nodded. “That’s one way of putting it.”

	“Why am I afraid you’re about to reveal another way?”

	“Because I am.”

	The air thickened and he tried to relax. “What is it?”

	She stared as if measuring his ability to hear what she was about to reveal. “When a female Red-Line falls in love, there is a reaction that occurs. As it was explained to me, precautions can be taken to prevent it, but if that doesn’t happen, nature takes its course.”

	Gray continued to listen.

	“What happens next is a very strong physical reaction.”

	Gray began to understand. “Are you saying…?”

	“When you brought her home from the hospital, was she…” She paused. “Did she…”

	Gray helped her. “Become rather assertive in a sexual way?” Eve nodded and looked relieved that he’d said it instead of her. “Yes,” he said. The memory of her sliding on top of him flashed in his head. “She was, but I sure as hell didn’t stop her.”

	“You felt just as strongly as she did?”

	“As you say, that’s one way of putting it.”

	“And how long did it last?”

	More memories surfaced and he tried to focus. “Can you rephrase the question, please?”

	“Sorry,” she said. “Better said, how much time did you two spend together before it abated?”

	He didn’t understand her question. “Abated?”

	“Yes.”

	“It never abated.”

	Her eyes narrowed. “It never abated?”

	“Well, we spent twenty-four hours together and we would have easily continued, but then…” He hated to think about what happened next.

	“Then, what?”

	“That’s when I learned she was not a reporter. I learned that she’d lied. Then she told me who she was.”

	“Is that when you threw her out of the house?”

	Guilt washed over him, and he sunk in his seat. “It wasn’t one of my better moments. But you have to admit, it was not something I was prepared for.”

	She paused. “So she left before the process ended.”

	Eve’s words surprised him. “Process? What process?”

	“She instigated a Binding with you.”

	“A what?”

	“A Binding.”

	“What’s a Binding?”

	“It’s what a female Red-Line does when she takes a mate.”

	He clenched his hands. “Wait a minute. A mate? She took me as a mate?”

	“She did. She didn’t know it at the time, but that’s exactly what she did.”

	Grayson took a second to assimilate this new information. “So what, does that mean we’re married or something?”

	“Again, that’s one way of looking at it.”

	Gray huffed. “I’m beginning to hate that phrase.”

	Eve pursed her lips. “Gillian didn’t know about this. Our dad told me about it, but not her. Probably because I’m a bit more…extroverted.”

	Grayson got the point. “And Gillian?”

	“Much quieter. She kept to herself much of the time. Dad probably thought she had more time, or he expected me to tell her.” She studied her toes that peeped out from the tips of her shoes.

	“And you didn’t?”

	She looked up with guilt-ridden eyes. “It was stupid. I should have. I just didn’t think she’d fall in love with…” She stopped.

	“With who…a millionaire playboy?”

	“I was going to say a human.”

	Gray almost laughed. “Well, who the hell else was she going to meet?”

	Eve held her head in her hands. “I know. It makes no sense. I was stupid and I underestimated her.” She rubbed her forehead. “I think we just all thought that she’d be the last to fall in love.”

	Gray offered a surprised look. “I don’t know why. She’s got the biggest heart out of the three of you.” He shrugged. “No offense.”

	“None taken because you’re right.”

	Grayson sighed. “So what does this mean now? Have we broken the Binding vows before they ever began?”

	“That’s the tricky part.”

	“What is?”

	“I’m not sure, but I think once a Binding occurs, the connection is permanent. But in your case, the Binding isn’t complete.”

	“You mean this Binding is still going on?”

	“Very much so. I think that’s why she’s sick.”

	“Because she Binded with me?”

	“No, because you didn’t finish it. It’s supposed to end of its own accord. There’s a progression to it. It usually lasts twenty-four to forty-eight hours, sometimes longer.”

	“Ours was around twenty-four hours.”

	“Would it have ended if you hadn’t kicked her out?”

	He remembered clearly. “Uh, no. Not by a long shot.”

	“Then it wasn’t over.”

	Gray shook his head. “So we need to finish it?”

	Eve sighed. “I think it’s too late for that.”

	The wave of heaviness returned. “What are you trying to tell me, Eve?”

	She hesitated. “There’s something else that results from a Binding…”

	“What’s that?”

	“Grayson…”

	Forcing in a breath, he tried to not think the worst. “Just tell me.”

	She held his look. “Pregnancy.”

	The color drained from his face. “Oh, my god. She’s pregnant?” He thought back. “But..but… that’s not possible.”

	“You used protection?”

	“Yes.”

	“Doesn’t matter.”

	“Why not?”

	“It just doesn’t. There are some forces that can’t be stopped no matter what you put in front of them.”

	Gray struggled to speak. “She’s pregnant?”

	Her face dropped. “That’s just it, Gray. I think she was, but she’s not anymore.”

	His hope deflated. “What do you mean?”

	Eve’s face went pale, and he could see the fear in her eyes. “She’s lost the baby, Gray. The Binding ended too soon, and she couldn’t sustain it. She’s been sick since we got her home. She told me she’d been cramping. And then I realized what that probably meant. Royce and I thought she would recuperate, but she’s not getting better. If there was a way for her to break her bond with you, then it might help. But she’s not going to do that. She’s getting weaker, and it scares me.”

	Gray stared vacantly as Eve’s news began to sink in. “Gillian was pregnant.” The blossom of excitement that had sprung up disappeared just as quickly. Feeling the sadness of the loss, he thought of Gillian and how she must have felt. He knew immediately what he had to do. “Where is she, Eve?”

	Eve met his intense stare, and he could see that she had been as deeply affected as him. “You promise me you won’t hurt her? She’s been through enough. If you aren’t going to…”

	“You don’t have to worry about that,” he interrupted. “Where is she?”

	She took a second but finally answered. “She’s outside, in the car.”

	He stood fast and gasped when his shoulder flared. White spots flashed in his vision, and he swayed. He grabbed at the mantel until the dizziness passed.

	“Looks like you’ve been dealing with the after-effects too,” she said, watching him. “You all right?”

	He stood up taller. “I’ll be better when I see her.”

	He began to walk past Eve when she stood and put her arm on his elbow. He stopped. “What?” he asked.

	She hesitated. “I’m sorry.”

	“For what?”

	She searched for words, and he saw the shine of tears in her eyes. “For what’s happened. For not handling things differently…the baby.”

	He’d built his own wall of regret, but he wouldn’t let it affect him. He’d done enough of that already. “It’s not your fault. It’s not anyone’s fault.”

	“We should have intervened sooner.”

	“And what would that have accomplished?”

	Eve sniffed. “Maybe…”

	Gray knew what she didn’t want to say. “Maybe you would have taken her away. Protected her? Left me to fend for myself with the curse.”

	She averted his eyes. “Something like that.”

	“And have Franklin…or Galen, whatever his name is, still hunting you?” Eve remained silent, but he continued. “If there’s anything I’ve learned through all of this, it’s that we have to trust what happens. Do I wish I hadn’t thrown her out of the house? God yes. If I hadn’t, she might be healthy and we might be together right now.” He tried not to think about what might have been. “But if I hadn’t, and she’d stayed, she could be dead, right along with you and Royce because Franklin would have killed all of you.” Eve said nothing. “And why did I have an insane stalker kill four beautiful women in my life? Without me realizing who it was?” He thought about the insanity of it. “I don’t know. Maybe in some crazy way it was destined for Gillian to be in my life, and she wouldn’t have been otherwise.” 

	“It’s a big price to pay,” Eve said.

	“It is. But we can’t understand everything. I showed up for a reason too. Maybe to keep all of you alive.” He shook his head. “All I do know is that all of that is past, and we don’t have time to be sorry anymore. Too much has happened.” She wiped at an unshed tear. “If Gillian and I are meant to have children, then we’ll have them. If we’re not, then we won’t. That’s the least of my issues right now. All I want right now is to see her and know she’s all right.”

	Eve’s eyes shimmered, and Grayson lightly took her hand. “You realize by bringing her here, she’s staying with me right?”

	A faint smile grazed Eve’s lips. “If that’s what she wants, then I figured as much.”

	“And you can tell big brother to shove it up his ass if he has a problem with that.”

	Her smile grew bigger. “I’ll let you tell him that.”

	He smiled back and dropped her hand. He began to walk toward the front door when he thought of Cooper on his patio. He stopped and turned. “You want to have some fun?”

	Eve shook off her melancholy. “What do you mean?”

	Grayson eyed the porch. “Cooper’s outside, probably dozing in his chair. Why don’t you go say ‘hi’?”

	“Cooper?” she asked. She looked back toward the patio and her eyebrows arched. “Really?” she asked, as if some unexpected plan had formulated in her mind.

	“I’m sure he’d love to see you.”

	She looked back at him with the eyes of a cat, and Gray almost felt sorry for his friend. “Well,” she said, walking toward the back door, “let’s not keep him waiting.”

	 

	


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

	 

	GRAYSON OPENED THE front door and raced down the front steps, taking them two at a time and ignoring the aches and pains in his body. Spotting the car parked on the side of his driveway, he ran over and approached the passenger side. Seeing a reclined figure in the seat, he opened the door. Gillian lay back, her eyes closed. Hearing the door, though, her eyes opened. Grayson dropped low beside her.

	“Gillian?” he asked. Looking her over, he saw her pale features, the circles under her eyes and her thinner frame.

	Her lashes fluttered. “Gray?” she whispered. “Is that you?”

	He leaned in the car. “Yes. It’s me, sweetheart.” Bringing his hand to her face, he grazed his fingers over her cheek. “How are you?”

	Smiling softly, she answered. “I’m fine.”

	Seeing her weakness, he masked his worry. “Yeah, I can tell.” He reached in and snaked his good arm beneath her legs. “Let’s you get you out of this car.”

	“I can walk.”

	He didn’t care. All he wanted to do was hold her. “Put your arms around me,” he said. “I’ve got a bum arm.”

	Not arguing with him, she brought her arms up and wrapped them around his neck. He pulled her out of the car and kicked the door shut.

	“How’s your shoulder?” she asked, resting her head in the crook of his neck.

	Surprisingly, he felt little pain while carrying her. “It’s okay.” He took the stairs back up to the house and carried her inside. Kicking the front door closed, he brought her to the couch and sat her down, ensuring she was comfortable. He grabbed a nearby blanket and covered her with it.

	She watched him tuck the covering around her. “It’s good to see you.”

	Making sure she was warm, he sat down beside her. “I’ve been looking for you,” he said. “You’re not an easy woman to find.”

	She blinked tired eyes at him. “I didn’t want you to find me.”

	“Why not?”

	Her eyes turned sad. “Did you read my letter?”

	“Yes. I read it.”

	“Then you know why. Too much has happened. It’s better I stay away.”

	He scoffed at her. “That’s just a load of horseshit.”

	She blinked. “Gray…”

	He didn’t let her finish. “Just wait a minute. You had your say. Now let me have mine.” When she didn’t respond, he continued. “I know a lot of stuff has happened. Stuff I still can’t explain, and may never be able to.” He tucked in her blanket some more. “There are things about you I don’t understand, but hell, my past is not exactly boring either. I had a stalker after me who almost killed you. That’s not exactly endearing.” She shook her head, but he kept going. “I said some things to you I shouldn’t have said. Granted, I was in a poor state of mind at the time, but nevertheless, I regret them and I apologize.”

	“Grayson…”

	“Wait,” he said, and she quieted. “I know who you are and you know who I am. We like each other, despite all the crap we’ve been through. Now, I don’t know what the future holds. And you don’t either. But whatever may or may not happen, I’m not willing to let that stop us from having what could be an incredible love story.” He held her gaze. “Are you?”

	She didn’t answer, but her hand pushed out from the covers, found his and grasped it. The heat of her skin in his palm pleased him, and he could feel his body warm. It was as if being near her again was charging his batteries. He felt an electric spark move through him. Gillian pushed the covers down, and he assumed that she was feeling it too.

	Her fingers wrapped around his. “It’s a risk,” she said. “This incredible love story could end up as one huge tragedy. Royce, Eve, and I are not out of the woods. If someone else comes looking…”

	“We could jump at unknown shadows for the rest of our lives. But you’re going to do that regardless. So why not do it together?”

	“Because if something happened to you because of me, I’ll never forgive myself.”

	“I believe I said the same thing to you not too long ago.” She started to argue but stopped. “Exactly,” he said. “It didn’t stop you, so why should it stop me?”

	“This is different.”

	“No, it isn’t.”

	She played with the blanket with her free hand.

	“I love you, Gillian.” Her eyes widened. “I should have told you that sooner.”

	Tears sprang into her eyes, and she pushed the blanket down farther. Reaching up, she cupped a hand to his face and rubbed at the stubble there. “I like the new look,” she said.

	Staring at her, he could almost see the dark circles beneath her eyes fading. “You do?” His breathing sped up.

	Her thumb trailed over his cheek and she nodded. “I love you too, Grayson. You know that, don’t you?”

	Nodding back, he stared at her lips. The familiar feelings were quickly returning. He remembered her naked and his skin tingled. “I know,” he said.

	She trailed her hand down to his shoulder with the brace and she rubbed it. “Does it hurt?”

	Heat flooded through him at her touch and an almost numb-like feeling drifted through his arm. Whatever lingering pain that remained vanished completely.

	“No,” he said, flexing his arm with surprise. “It feels great.” After moving his arm with no discomfort, he reached up, pulled the brace, and removed it.

	“Good,” she said. He noted her flushed face.

	Dropping the brace to the floor, he lifted his fingers and touched her neck. His thumb trailed over her jaw. “How are you feeling?”

	Her paleness now gone, she answered, “Better than I have in weeks.”

	Gently, he pulled her in closer, but she held back. “What is it?” he asked. The compulsion to kiss her continued to build, and he fought to wait.

	“I…” she said.

	“What?”

	“I…” A tear shimmered in her eye and threatened to fall. “I think I was pregnant.”

	“Gillian…”

	“I think I lost the baby.” The tear fell then, and he brushed it away with his thumb.

	“It’s okay,” he said, and he leaned in and kissed her cheek where her tear fell. “Don’t cry.”

	Another tear fell, and he brought his hand up and wiped it away. He gently kissed her face as she wept.

	“I’m sorry,” she said. She touched her forehead to his.

	“I’m sorry too,” he answered quietly.

	Their eyes met, and the force between them could no longer be contained. He moved his lips to hers and kissed her gently. She answered him and peppered his lips with feathery kisses. Before it could escalate further though, the back door banged and slid open. They broke away to see Cooper pop his head in.

	He eyed Gillian. “Well, well, looks like the lovely Miss Fletcher has returned.”

	Gillian smiled back through watery eyes. “Hi, Cooper.”

	“Glad to see you back.” He eyed Gray. “This is the happiest I’ve seen him since you left.”

	“What do you want Coop?” asked Gray, sounding annoyed.

	Cooper looked at Gillian. “Is it true?” he asked. “Is sexy Eve really your sister?”

	Gillian laughed softly. “Yes. She is.”

	“Well,” he made a contented groan, “the Fletcher family has good genes.”

	Gray sighed. “I repeat. What do you want, Coop?”

	Cooper grinned. “I’m heading out. Me and the other lovely Miss Fletcher are going for a walk on the beach.” He wiggled his eyebrows.

	“I won’t wait up,” said Gray.

	“Good.” His eyes flicked between the both of them. “I’d asked you two to join us, but I’m guessing you’ve got other plans.”

	“Get the hell out of here, Cooper.”

	Cooper winked and closed the door. They watched him and Eve walk past and down the steps.

	Gray looked back at Gillian. “Now, where were we?” He slipped his hand to the back of her neck and pulled her close. Pushing the blanket away, she moved into his lap and wrapped her arms around him. 

	“Right about here,” she said. She dropped her lips against his and breathing hard, she opened her mouth and his tongue darted in, tasting her. He couldn’t believe how much he wanted her. The energy between them had magnified from the moment he’d picked her up from the car. He pulled her down against him and kissed her hard. She wrapped around him and moved her hands down his back; the two of them clung to each other. His strength returning at a rapid rate and feeling no pain, he pushed up from the couch and stood, carrying her with him.

	Pulling away from her lips, he managed a breathless whisper. “God, I’ve missed you.” Capturing her mouth again, he stopped her from replying. He could feel her hands grip at his shirt and her legs wrap tightly around him. He moaned in his throat as he dragged his lips to her neck and kissed her soft skin. He heard her moan.

	Somehow he managed to find his way to the stairs without tripping over anything. As he began to climb them, she spoke into his ear.

	“You realize that this means you’re stuck with me.”

	He nibbled on her earlobe but managed to answer. “You mean like a curse?”

	Her laughter made his heart race, and he couldn’t get her upstairs fast enough. 

	She pulled back and looked at him. “You worried?”

	He kissed her again and felt her hands move through his hair. Navigating his way into his bedroom, he carried her to the bed. “No,” he answered, laying her down.

	“Why not?” she whispered. He laid down next to her and pulled her up next to him.

	His lips barely touching hers, he said, “Because now I’ve got a secret weapon.”

	She brushed her lips against his. “What’s that?”

	Pushing up, he rolled above her. “You,” he said in a husky voice. He let his fingers trail over her cheek. “You’re my curse breaker.”

	She stared back with hazy eyes. “And you’re mine,” she whispered.

	Warmth flooded through him, and he covered her lips with his own in another fiery kiss.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	ROYCE FLETCHER SAT cross-legged, eyes closed, and unmoving on the hard ground. His hands rested on his knees, and his chest rose and fell with each deep, methodical breath.  His mind silent, he listened intently to the sounds of the forest, letting each one lull him deeper into a trance-like state. Although he’d reached a point of deep meditation, his mind was alert, and he was aware of his surroundings.

	The woods were quiet, save for the melodic whistle of a passing bird and the gentle whisper of the wind through the thick canopy of trees. Reaching out with his senses, he sought the animal he knew was near. Motionless, he reflected on his months of practice. His father had shown him this skill during his last visit three years earlier. Believing that his son would be as capable as he, he’d asked Royce to continue the exercise. And now, after many long months, weeks, days, and hours of focus and discipline, Royce prepared for the ultimate test. He didn’t stop to think about the repercussions of failure. Thoughts like that would only hamper him and erode his ability to succeed. 

	Soft footfalls in the brush alerted him, but he kept still. He tuned in to the noise and listened as the movement through the brush grew louder. And then he heard the low chuff of the animal he waited for—the bear.

	He’d surveyed these woods many times, and this animal visited this section of the forest frequently. Royce lived about two miles away, and he’d seen the brown bear more than once on his property. Soon after, he’d begun to track him. Although he didn’t have his sister Eve’s ability to speak with all manner of four-legged creatures, he still felt strangely connected to the beast. It was as if all the hours spent looking and studying him had somehow made the bear aware of him, too, and that he was just as curious about Royce as Royce was of him.

	The footfalls grew closer. Royce maintained his relaxed stance and kept his eyes closed. Although his mind was acutely aware of the environment around him, he did not allow any unexpected disturbances to distract him. In order to succeed, he would need complete focus. His attention could not wander, or the bear would see him.

	Seconds passed and Royce waited. The shuffling continued, as if the bear sensed a presence but could not determine its location. Then Royce heard shallow, heavy breaths. The bear was within feet of him, likely smelling the air to detect the unknown intruder’s presence. Royce barely breathed, but reaching out with his mind, he dropped a barrier and cloaked himself further, intent on remaining completely invisible. It was too late to run now. There would be nowhere to go.

	Royce remained completely still. Seconds passed. For a moment, there was no noise, but the air was thick. It felt as if the bear was somehow testing him, daring him to remain cloaked. Royce imagined the large beast. Black eyes, coarse fur, mighty paws, powerful haunches, and sharp claws emerged in his mind’s eye. He pictured the bear listening, head cocked. Smelling a musty scent, Royce held his breath when heavy puffs of air brushed against his cheek.

	The bear bellowed, and Royce almost broke. Another grunt and the exhalation tickled his nose. Then the air lightened briefly, before a heavy thump shook the ground and the atmosphere grew heavy again. Royce sensed that the animal, feeling Royce’s presence, had raised up on his hind legs and sniffed, looking for what watched him—and then dropped back to all fours with a thud. He’d seen the bear do it before but from a safe distance.

	This was the most dangerous part of the exercise. At any moment, the bear could walk right into him, exposing Royce and risking an attack. Feeling the animal loom closer, the only thing he could do was wait and pray the bear lost interest and returned to the forest.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	SHERIFF RICK HENDERSON stopped his car at the side of the road. He took in the scene, flipped on his lights, and exited the vehicle. The second sheriff’s car was parked up ahead and the fire truck and ambulance took up the small parking lot that sat at the foot of the trail leading to the Shady Point Park and campgrounds. Red and blue lights flickered from the other police car. Yellow crime scene tape ran across a section of heavy-trunked trees, and he walked toward it. His deputy, Aaron Carsons, a short, skinny man whose hat looked two sizes too big, saw him and headed over.

	“What we got, Aaron?” asked the sheriff.

	Aaron pushed his hat up and rifled through a notepad. “Hiker found a body down near an embankment of trees. Looks like she’s been dead a couple of days.”

	The sheriff sighed. “Apparent cause of death?”

	“Based on the initial look of the body, I’d say blunt force trauma to the head.”

	The sheriff was surprised. “Based on what?” he asked. There hadn’t been a murder in this county in almost twelve years.

	The deputy lowered his notebook. “Based on the fact that the side of her head is concave when it shouldn’t be.”

	The sheriff grunted. “Could have fallen. Hit a rock.”

	They reached the yellow tape, and the sheriff ducked beneath it and the deputy followed. “No rocks to speak of, sir.”

	The sheriff observed the tarp on the ground. “You call the medical examiner?”

	“Yeah.” The deputy took a long breath and let it out. “They’re sending a coroner’s wagon. It’s gonna be another thirty minutes though before they get here.”

	“I know,” said the sheriff. The small town of Cranston sat on the outskirts of the city and was about an hour away from any major metropolis. Crimes like this usually required outside help. “What about forensics?”

	“They’re sending somebody to help with that.”

	“You get pictures?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“Talk to the hiker who found her?”

	“Yes. I got his statement.”

	“You walk in the crime scene?”

	“Just when I arrived to check the body.”

	“Anybody else?”

	“The paramedics arrived before me. They were here.”

	“Okay. Find out who they are. Get their info.”

	“Right. Yes, sir.”

	“Was there any ID on her?”

	The deputy continued to stand and stare at the tarp. His face was white and the sheriff felt fairly certain that his man was about to be sick. “Carsons?”

	His deputy snapped out of his reverie. “Oh, no. Not that I could find.”

	The sheriff nodded. “Then go talk to the paramedics. Tell them this gal no longer needs their services.”

	The deputy shook his head and took another shaky breath. “Right. Okay.” He glanced again at the tarp. “You think it really was a murder, sheriff?”

	The sheriff removed his hat and scratched his head. “In my experience, Aaron, most people don’t bash their own heads in.”

	The deputy shook his head, but stayed put, still staring. The sheriff put his hat back on. Careful not to disturb anything, and watching where he walked, he took two steps and squatted. He lifted the tarp. Seeing the victim, he could understand why his deputy was green. The victim was face down in the leaves, her blonde hair matted with blood and encrusted with dirt. The left side of her skull sported a deep crease. The sheriff observed the clothing and condition of the body, then dropped the tarp.

	“Also…” said Aaron. “Did you notice?”

	The sheriff looked at his deputy, feeling a little ill himself. “What?”

	“She’s missing a shoe.”

	“What was that?” asked the sheriff.

	“She’s wearing pink tennis shoes. But only one.”

	The sheriff thought about that. “Only one?”

	“Yes. I can’t find the other one.”

	The sheriff lifted the tarp again. “You checked around the crime scene?”

	“In the immediate area. Yes. Nothing.” He put his notepad in his pocket. “Not sure why it would be missing.”

	“Any number of reasons.” The sheriff sighed. “Crap.”

	“Yep.” The deputy scanned the dirt and thick brush that made up the forest floor.

	“All right,” said the sheriff, dropping the tarp. “Find some people.” He stood and grabbed his phone. “Once the coroner and forensics leave, we’ve got some searching to do.”

	The deputy nodded. “Yes, sir.”

	Aaron walked away as the sheriff dialed a number and waited for the call to connect.


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	THE MAN AND woman walked through the small store, looking at fishing rods and tackle boxes. The woman picked up a lure. She stared at it and shook it. The long, colorful plastic minnow with the three-pronged hook wiggled in the air.

	“What is this for?” she asked. “It’s so crude.”

	The man took it out of her hand. “I believe it’s used for catching fish.” He put the lure back on the shelf. “Would you please focus? We’re here to watch.”

	The woman groaned in annoyance. “We’ve watched enough. We’ve been here for two days. Can’t we get on with it?”

	“Sarna,” said the man. “Your impatience will undoubtedly result in failure with this assignment. We need to blend in, which is why we are here. If we’re going to succeed, we need to learn of local customs and observe the actions of this society. If we can’t do that, then we might as well go home.”

	She widened her eyes. “Listen to you,” she said. “Learn of local customs? Observe the actions of this society? You sound like a robot. If you want us to blend in, then you better start sounding a little more natural. Use a curse word or something.”

	“I’m not going to do that unless it’s necessary. Forcing it will just sound fake.”

	“At least stop talking like you’re a machine.” She sighed. “I don’t know that it matters, though. We should just go home.” She picked up a package of beef jerky and grimaced. “As far as I am concerned, we are already doomed to fail.”

	Jasper did not hide his annoyance. “Listen,” he said, facing her. “You’ve done nothing but complain since we arrived. In fact, it almost resulted in our discovery at a most inopportune time. If we hadn’t succeeded in alleviating the threat, then we would have failed before we even got started. You know why we’re here and you agreed to come despite the risks. Why is it that now you choose to be so disagreeable?”

	Sarna frowned. “I agreed because I know the importance of our mission, but what I do not agree with is this choice of action. I know you Jasper. You will act first and think later. I’m here to make sure you don’t do something stupid.”

	Jasper kept his voice low. “You’re here because you don’t trust me?”

	Sarna put the jerky back on the shelf. “No, I don’t trust you. You have a personal stake in this. And I don’t trust him, either. I doubt he’ll help us anyway.”

	Jasper turned and walked into another aisle. Sarna followed. He picked up a package of Twinkies and pretended to study them. “We have not even engaged with him yet. You have no idea what he’ll do.”

	Sarna yanked the Twinkies out of his hand. “He’s half-human. He’s from this planet. A planet that considers this junk,” she held the Twinkies in his face, “food. How can you trust anyone who eats this and captures swimming creatures and eats them, capable of doing what we are about to ask of him?”

	Jasper slapped at the Twinkies and pulled them from Sarna’s hand. “Because of who he is. You and I both know what he is capable of. We wouldn’t be here otherwise.”

	Sarna glared and opened her mouth to speak, when she suddenly smiled. “Oh, honey,” she said, taking the Twinkies. “You know I can’t eat these. I’m watching my waistline.”

	Jasper turned to see the woman who had been working the register approach them.

	“Can I help you two?” she asked. She was an older woman with deep lines etched around her eyes and mouth.  Her graying hair was pulled back in a bun. She had a white apron tied around her waist, and she wore no make-up.

	Jasper smiled. “Oh, no, ma’am. Thank you. You are very kind. We’re just looking around your nice store.”

	“You two going fishing? We have some nice cabins up on the lake.”

	“Fishing?” asked Sarna, dropping her grin. “Certainly not.” 

	The woman raised an eyebrow. “Hunting then? It’s duck season.”

	Sarna squeezed the Twinkies. The cellophane crinkled in her grip. Jasper answered first. “Um. No. We’re just here to enjoy your lovely town.”

	The sales woman eyed Sarna, but then offered a grin to Jasper. “Couple of nature lovers, huh? Come up here to enjoy the woods, do some hiking?”

	“Absolutely,” said Jasper. He wrapped an arm around Sarna and pulled her close. She tensed, but did not pull away. “It seemed like a nice place for a little romantic getaway.” Sarna remained still, but Jasper kept a smile on his face.

	“Ah. That’s sweet,” said the woman. “Young love. How long you two been married?”

	“Six months,” said Jasper.

	“We are not married,” said Sarna, at the same time.

	The woman eyed the both of them and her smile dropped. “Well,” she said, stepping away, “Let me know if you need anything. I’ll be up front.” She turned and headed down the aisle back toward the register.

	Sarna pushed away from Jasper. “I don’t like her.”

	“You don’t like anyone and would you keep your voice down.” When Sarna grunted, Jasper walked up and whispered. “Can you at least try to act like you fit in here? The last thing I want to do is go home and explain how you ended this mission before it even started.”

	Her brow furrowed. “You would like that, wouldn’t you?”

	He rolled his eyes and sighed. “No, I wouldn’t. I want this to succeed, but it’s not going to if you’re sabotaging us at every turn.”

	“I am not sabotaging anything. Did you feel her? She considers us outsiders. She doesn’t like that we don’t hunt or fish, and she sure as hell didn’t approve of us being out of wedlock.”

	Jasper raised his eyebrows. “Sure as hell? Good use of the vernacular.”

	“I’m not simpleminded, Jasper. I can fit in here with the best of them. I’m just not a fan of the locals.”

	Jasper took the Twinkies from her and put them back on the shelf. “Who cares about the locals? That’s not what we’re here for. But we have to deal with them and that means getting along, so could you please just try to adjust your surly attitude long enough for us to see this through?”

	She huffed and shrugged. “Fine. I’ll be sweeter than that package of Twinkies.”

	He stared as if not believing her. “Thank you.” He glanced toward the register where the sales woman watched them from behind the counter. “Now let’s go buy something before she speaks to every customer in this store about the strange couple that visited her shop. That’s all we need.”

	Sarna stared at the woman and when the woman’s gaze did not leave hers, Sarna smiled and waved. The woman shook her head and went into a back room behind the counter.

	“Great,” said Jasper. “She’s probably calling the local sheriff right now.”

	“Let her,” said Sarna.

	“Would you come on, we’ve got some shopping to do.”

	“What for? Why don’t we just leave?”

	“Because we’ve aroused suspicion, which is the last thing we need. Now we have to buy something, look normal.”

	Sarna snickered. “How about a package of condoms. Think that will go over well?”

	Jasper didn’t see the humor. Ignoring her, he walked toward the front entrance and picked up a metal basket. The bell on the entry jingled as a new customer entered the small store, just as the door behind the register the woman had disappeared behind opened. Sarna and Jasper stared in surprise when an immense man emerged from the back. His long black hair was tied back in a tangled ponytail, and Jasper surmised he easily tipped the scales at over three hundred pounds. His large belly hung over his waistband and folds of fat from his arms jiggled as he stood over the counter and leaned on it, staring at both of them. The older woman watched from behind the obese man.

	“Uh,” said Jasper, “how about we pick up a few things and get the hell out of here.”

	Sarna did not disagree. “Your use of the vernacular is improving,” she said, picking up a package of toilet paper and throwing it in the basket.

	Jasper grabbed some toothpaste. “Like you, I can use it when the situation requires.”

	Sarna added tissues, shampoo, and a package of trail mix to their items. Jasper found some shaving cream and bottled water. “I think that should do it. You ready?”

	“Ready?” asked Sarna. “What, to face Mr. Happy over there?”

	The large man still observed them. “Watch what you say,” said Jasper, as he turned to head toward the counter.

	“Always do,” she said, following him.

	Before they could reach the counter, though, the customer who had entered the store stepped in front of them. He was tall and lanky, stubble shadowed his jaw, and his honey-colored hair hung in his face. They stopped and watched as the man held something out to the giant behind the register.

	The big man looked over the smaller one, who did not appear the least bit intimidated by the larger man’s size. “What’s that?” asked the hefty man with a sneer.

	The lankier fellow snorted. “It’s a picture.” He raised the photo and brought it closer for the large man to see. “You seen her?”

	The gray-haired woman moved closer and observed the photo. Her big employee glanced at the picture and then back at the man who held it. “You’re not from around here. You a cop?”

	“No, I’m not.” The man waved the photo.

	The woman shook her head.

	“No. Never seen her,” said the cashier.

	“You sure?” asked the man. “Look close.”

	The fat man set his jaw. “I’m not blind.”

	“Don’t know her,” said the woman. “Who is she?”

	The lanky man ignored her, turned away from the counter, and almost bumped into Jasper. He stopped and held the photo out again. “You seen her?” he asked Jasper.

	Jasper looked at the photograph. It was of a young woman with long blonde hair. She was smiling as if she’d just been told a joke. Sarna moved up and looked at the picture.

	Jasper shook his head. “I have not seen her.”

	“We’re not from around here,” added Sarna.

	The man didn’t say anything but brushed past them as if he was in a hurry, and the bell on the door jangled again as he left.

	The store went quiet, and the enormous employee waited for Jasper and Sarna to approach. His sneer remained. Jasper stepped forward and placed his basket near the register. “Hello, sir. We’d like to get these items.” He slid the basket toward the large man.

	The man’s greasy fingers scratched his puffy face. The older woman had stepped back and continued to watch from the doorway. Finally, after a few seconds of silence, the giant cashier picked up an item from the basket and began to ring it up. Sarna stayed quiet, and Jasper let go of a quiet, held breath.

	“Where are you two staying?” asked the man. His voice was deep and gruff.

	Sarna answered, using the story they had prepared. “We’re not sure yet. We’re on a road trip. We’re just stopping wherever we find a place. We’ll probably drive another hour or two. Hopefully find a place along the lake. We have camping gear, so we might just be in the tent tonight.”

	“It’s beautiful up here,” added Jasper.

	“Secluded,” said Sarna.

	“Where are you two from?” asked the man. He rang up the final item.

	“We’re not from around here,” said Sarna.

	“City folk, right?” asked the man. He waited while Jasper pulled cash from his wallet to pay for their purchase.

	“Right,” said Jasper. “But we love to escape and get away for a while.” He swiveled toward Sarna. “Right, honey?”

	“Yes, dear.” She smiled back at him. The man pulled out a bag and began to fill it with their items.

	“We get a lot of your type up here,” he said.

	“What type is that?” asked Sarna, stepping closer. Jasper reached over and grasped her hand.

	“City folk,” he said.

	“I’m sure you do,” said Sarna. “Lots of hunting and fishing, right?”

	The man added the toothpaste to the bag and slid it toward them. “Right.”

	“Well, we’ll be on our way,” said Jasper.

	“Good,” said the man. “Enjoy your drive. And your stay in the woods.” He smiled at Sarna. “Watch out for hunters. Campers sometimes get in the way.”

	Sarna held his gaze. “Get in the way of what?”

	Jasper picked up the bag and pulled on her hand. “Come on, dear,” he said. “Let’s go.”

	“Bullets,” said the man, and the woman behind him chuckled. “Such a shame when that happens.”

	Sarna didn’t speak but continued to hold eye contact with the immense man. Jasper tried to pull her toward the door. She let herself be pulled, but when they reached the door, she shot back. “Perhaps somebody should do you a favor and get in the way of you and those Twinkies. You’re not looking too healthy there, countryman.”

	The man glowered. Jasper yanked hard on Sarna and dragged her out of the store. The bell rang, and the door closed behind them.

	“Get in the car, Sarna,” he said. “Now.”

	Sarna followed. She got in the passenger’s seat, and Jasper threw the groceries in the back. Getting behind the wheel, he started the car and drove away.

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	THE AX SLICED through the air and hit the wood with a satisfying thunk. The short log split in two and each piece fell to the mossy, moist ground. Royce assessed the pile of remaining wood and set the ax down. He reached for a towel and wiped his brow and neck. He was shirtless, and the sweat ran down his muscled torso and back. Standing easily six-foot-five, Royce noted how his time in the sun had turned his skin a golden brown. He reached for his bottled water and took a drink. His strong arms and shoulders bunched and glistened in the sunlight. Even though it was a cool day, he’d been chopping wood for over an hour. The sunshine trickling through the trees and the exertion made him sweat. Catching sight of his reflection in a window of his house, he remembered his mother’s description of him when he’d pulled weeds in her backyard the previous year. She’d said he’d looked like a Greek bronze statue twinkling after a light rain. Regarding himself, he didn’t see the resemblance.

	A polished black stone held by a leather cord hung around his neck, and it stuck to his sweaty skin. Reaching up, Royce touched the stone. Despite the warmth of his body, the smooth rock still felt cool to the touch. He set the water down and reached for another log when the sound of an automobile caught his attention. Looking toward the road, he saw a sheriff’s car drive down his dirt and gravel driveway. It led up to Royce’s small cabin which sat on five acres in a wooded area near the lake. It was secluded and quiet, which is what he preferred. After all the dramatic events over the past six months, he preferred his time here. He figured it was safer too.

	As the car approached and stopped outside his cabin, Royce wiped his torso and arms with the towel, grabbed his shirt which hung from a post and pulled it on. Studying the car, he could see a lone figure in the back seat. He walked toward the vehicle and watched as the sheriff emerged from the driver’s side.

	“Rick,” he said. He hadn’t seen the sheriff in a few weeks. Royce rarely ventured into town for anything other than groceries.

	The sheriff closed the car door. “Royce. How are ya?”

	“Good. How are you?” He glanced in the back of the car and recognized the figure who slunked in the seat, looking away. “Is that RJ?”

	The sheriff eyed the boy in his car. He sighed. “Yeah. That’s him.”

	Royce felt frustration and worry drift off the sheriff. “What can I do for you?”

	The sheriff rested his hands on his belt buckle and gripped it in a gesture of discomfort. “Listen, I’m in a bit of a bind and am wondering if you could do me a favor.”

	“A favor?” Royce noted the sullen figure in the back of the car. He suspected what the favor was.

	“Yes. We found a body this morning up in the woods by Shady Point.”

	Royce furrowed his brow. “A body?” Crime was rare in this area.

	“Yeah. Female. Found by a hiker. Her head bashed in. We’re combing the woods, looking for clues and the weapon.” He glanced back at the car. “RJ…” He tipped his head. “Well, his mom sent him up here to be with me. He graduated high school last spring and he’s been a handful ever since. Marion needed a break. Told her I’d take him for a while, keep him busy. He got here last week, but he’s been quiet and moody. Yesterday, he got in an argument with Martha and Tiny down at the store. He threw a brick at the window and shattered it. I’ve spent a good part of the morning on the phone trying to smooth the waters. Tiny fixed the window, and I’m paying for it, and they agreed not to press charges, but I’m buried in work with this investigation, and I need someone to keep an eye on him.”

	Royce listened but kept his attention on the figure in the backseat. The boy’s anger and embarrassment drifted off him like a kid who’d just had his pants pulled down in the middle of a playground.

	The sheriff threw out his hands. “I know this is an imposition, but he hung out here a few days with you last summer and I know he enjoyed it, although he won’t admit it. I thought…”

	Royce thought back. Rick had needed to make an impromptu court appearance in the city and Royce had offered to watch RJ. “You want me to keep an eye on him?”

	“Just until I can get my head above water with this investigation. It might be a few days though.”

	“You got his stuff?”

	“His bag is in the back. Just to forewarn you, though, he’s not happy about it.”

	Royce’s expression didn’t change. “I can see that.”

	“I think it’s a cover though. Secretly, I think he’d rather be out here with you than with me.” He gestured toward the car. “He and I aren’t exactly seeing eye to eye right now.”

	Royce nodded. “Bring him in.”

	The sheriff’s faced relaxed. “Thanks. I owe you one.”

	“You owe me two,” said Royce, holding out two fingers. He lowered his voice. “And personally, Tiny probably deserved getting his window broken.”

	The sheriff walked toward the car but glanced back at Royce. “Let’s just keep that between you and me.” He reached the back door and opened it. “Come on out, RJ.”

	RJ reluctantly slid out, small duffel bag in hand. He avoided eye contact with his dad and looked at Royce. “Hey.”

	“RJ,” said Royce. “How’ve you been?” RJ had grown taller since Royce had last seen him. He’d thinned out and had a lithe frame. He wore baggy jeans and a faded t-shirt. 

	“My dad sticking me with you?” he asked, saying the words with disdain.

	“RJ…” said the sheriff.

	“Your dad’s working an investigation,” said Royce. “You can hang out with me while he’s busy. That all right with you?”

	RJ’s posture dropped. “Since when does anyone give a shit what I think?”

	“RJ,” said the sheriff. “It’s just for a few days.”

	RJ glowered. “Screw you. You just want to dump me some place. Just like mom.” He gripped his bag and walked away toward the house. “Fine with me. I’d rather be anywhere else. Even this dump.” He strode into Royce’s cabin and slammed the door.

	The sheriff’s face fell. “Hell,” he said. “I’ll go talk to him.” He walked toward the cabin but Royce stopped him.

	“Leave it,” he said. “He’s just angry.”

	“Royce if you’d rather not do this…” He shook his head. “I’ll understand.”

	“He’ll be fine. He’s a teenager. I can handle it. Go find your murderer.”

	The sheriff began to answer when the distant sound of a slamming screen door interrupted him. It did not come from Royce’s cabin and the two men swiveled to see where the noise had originated from.

	Looking through the woods, Royce caught sight of a woman. His neighbor’s cabin stood about a hundred yards from Royce’s and, if viewed the right way, you could see glimpses of the porch and back of the house. Royce squinted. The woman stepped off the porch and into a thicket of trees, carrying a bucket. She had long blonde hair tied up in a ponytail, and she wore a long shapeless dress.

	The sheriff watched. “Old man McDermott rented that place out again?” He narrowed his eyes. “You know her?”

	Royce saw the woman look up. She peered through the tree trunks and saw the two men. Moving quickly, she darted back into the house. He heard her screen door slam shut.

	“No. I don’t know her,” he said.

	“Not too neighborly is she?”

	Royce shrugged.

	“Anyway,” said the sheriff, “about the murder. You seen anyone suspicious around town?”

	“I haven’t been into town recently.”

	“Anybody around your property?”

	“No. Just me.”

	“Okay,” said the sheriff. He gripped his belt buckle again and nodded toward the house. “Thanks for doing this.”

	“It’s fine. I don’t mind.”

	The sheriff nodded. “You call me if anything pops up. I can come get him if he gets to be too much.”

	Royce raised a brow. “You don’t know me very well, do you?”

	The sheriff chuckled. “Yeah, well, RJ can test any man.”

	Royce did not feel worried. “We’ll see how I fare. If you come back and I’ve drowned him, then you’ll know.”

	The sheriff chuckled, as if he didn’t know whether Royce was serious or not. “I guess so.” He walked back toward the car. “I’ll call tomorrow and check in.”

	“That’s fine,” said Royce.

	The sheriff frowned and then reached for his back pocket. He pulled out his wallet and took out some cash. “Here. This is for food and any expenses you incur.” He handed the money out toward Royce.

	Royce raised his hand. “Keep it. Any food he eats, he’ll work for.”

	The sheriff stood, holding the money, before nodding and putting it back in his wallet. He opened the car door. “All right. I’m all for that.” He got in. “Thanks again.”

	“You’re welcome.”

	The car door shut and the sheriff backed out of the driveway and left. Royce turned back toward his house. Waiting a few seconds, he strode toward his front door and went inside.

	 

	**

	 

	He heard the TV the moment he stepped through the door. RJ sat low on the couch with his feet on the coffee table. Royce caught a brief glimpse of space ships and laser blasts on the screen before he walked over and turned it off.

	“Hey. I’m watching that.”

	“Get up kid. The only time the TV is on is for a major news event or a fishing show. You should know that.”

	RJ made no move to leave the sofa. “I want to watch TV.”

	Royce stepped closer and pulled RJ to his feet by the arm. RJ had grown over the past year, but he was no match for Royce’s powerful physique.

	“What are you doing?” RJ asked.

	“You want dinner tonight? Then you better work up an appetite. Let’s go.” Royce pushed a reluctant RJ toward the back door. He opened it and stepped into the yard, bringing the teen with him. He pointed to the ax. “See that?”

	“See what?”

	“It’s called an ax. You swing it, and it cuts wood.”

	RJ looked appalled. “You’re not gonna make me do that, are you?”

	Royce walked over to the ax and picked it up. He held it out to RJ. “It’s pretty simple really.” He pointed to a stack of wood. “There are several more logs to cut.”

	RJ’s mouth dropped open. “What the hell do I know about cutting wood?”

	Royce was not deterred. “Nothing until you do it. It’s the same with most things.”

	RJ continued to stand and stare. Royce could feel the boy’s ambivalence, but also his curiosity. After a few quiet seconds passed, RJ sighed and took the ax from Royce. “What do I do?”

	Royce picked up a log and set it on the stump. “Raise the ax and bring it down. Not too complicated.” He began to pick up the wood he’d previously cut and add it to the stack a few yards from the house.

	“What if I miss?” asked RJ.

	“Then you pick it up and try again.” Royce nodded toward a pair of gloves on the ground. “I’d wear those if I were you.”

	RJ spied the gloves. “Do you wear them?”

	Royce dropped a log on the stack of firewood. “No.”

	“Then I don’t either.”

	Royce looked back at the teen, who carefully raised the ax and stared at the log which sat upright on the stump. 

	“Suit yourself,” said Royce.

	RJ swung the ax down and completely missed the log.

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	 

	SEVERAL HOURS LATER, Royce sat on his back porch and watched the stars through the trees. RJ had gone to bed an hour earlier, exhausted after a busy afternoon. The boy, who after several tries had finally managed to slice a log cleanly, had cut the remainder of the wood. After that, Royce had taken him to the trail that lead to the lake. Royce’s acreage backed up to the water, but the trail was rough and overgrown. Royce had been working to clear out the brush, but it was tedious and slow going. He’d given RJ the proper tools and put him to work cutting back the vines and low hanging branches, cautioning him to keep an eye out for poison ivy and snakes. While RJ worked, Royce headed over to the McDermott trail. The neighbor had asked Royce to help keep his own path maintained and they’d come to a mutual agreement. If Royce helped out with the maintenance of the property, then the old man would agree not to rent out his cabin to any unruly guests. The last thing Royce wanted was a loud and obnoxious neighbor.

	Now, after a busy afternoon, Royce was sitting on his porch, listening to the murmur of crickets. He thought back to a few hours earlier. He’d been cutting through some thick brush and had stopped to take a break and drink some water. Hot and sweaty, he’d reached for the cool stone around his neck, but it hadn’t been there. The leather cord had broken. Not seeing the stone, he’d searched the ground and found the black rock underneath some leaves. He’d picked it up and laid it next to his tools. That’s when he’d seen her. It was the same woman from earlier. Her long blonde hair was still in a ponytail, and she still wore the long shapeless dress. A floppy hat was on her head, and she walked through the woods, carrying the same bucket. She paused, picked leaves, and put them in her pail. She was not far from her cabin, but as she moved and studied the greenery, she stopped. Straightening, she turned and made eye contact with Royce. Royce barely had the chance to say “Hello,” before she’d picked up her skirt and walked briskly back to the house, where from a distance, Royce saw her run up the porch and slam the door shut behind her.

	Recalling the encounter, Royce took a sip of the beer he was drinking. He could still feel the woman’s fear of him. He recalled the haunted look in her eyes, and he wondered what made her so afraid. After she’d disappeared into her cabin, RJ had found him soon after and finally admitted that he had blisters on his fingers and couldn’t work anymore. Royce had brought him back to the cabin, bandaged his damaged hands, and fed him. After an hour of TV, the kid had succumbed to his fatigue, and Royce had directed him to the guest bedroom.

	Studying the woods, Royce thought again about the woman who was staying only a hundred yards away, and wondered what her story was. He watched through the trees as the moon rose in the sky. He wondered if he should call old man McDermott when a flicker of unease made him shiver. His shifted his eyes and opened up his senses, listening. The crickets continued to chirp and he could hear the trees sway in the wind, but he ignored the familiar sounds.

	Sitting quietly, he knew he was being watched. He was familiar with the creatures that made the woods their home, but this was not an animal. His skin prickling, he sat up in his seat and put his beer down. After waiting a few seconds and seeing nothing, he stood and walked to the edge of the porch. It was dark, and the only illumination was from the moon. Its light danced on the ground as the trees shifted with the wind. Royce studied the darkness and crossed his arms, continuing to listen. Finally, he cocked his head and spoke out loud. “You might as well come out. I know you’re here.”

	The crickets continued to chirp, but a low chuckle could be heard, and Royce looked to his left as a man stepped out of the woods and approached the house.

	 

	**

	 

	“So when should we introduce ourselves?” asked Sarna. She sat in the passenger seat of the car.

	Jasper stared out the window of the driver’s side door toward the driveway of the house. They could see little. It was night and the house sat farther back into the woods. The only reason they could see anything was because the moon and the front porch light partially illuminated the home. They’d been there an hour, parked across the road, but had seen no movement.

	“Soon,” said Jasper.

	“How soon?”

	Jasper sighed. “We can’t just barge in there.”

	“Why not?” she asked. “Why are we waiting so long?”

	Jasper threw a hand up. “You know why. This may take a while. We needed to acclimate anyway. Get comfortable here. Plus, it helps to watch. Study the area and him. It will help once we make contact.”

	Sarna shook her head. “We’ve acclimated enough.” She rested her elbow on the car door. The window was open and the breeze blew her hair. “You’re stalling.”

	His head whipped toward her. “I’m not stalling.”

	“Yes. You are. You’re nervous about meeting him, aren’t you?”

	He started to speak, but hesitated.

	“He’s no different than you. He’s not better than you either.”

	“I didn’t say he was.”

	“You didn’t have to.” When Jasper didn’t reply, she asked, “What’s holding you back?”

	Jasper shrugged. “I’m not sure what we’re going to say to him…what to tell him.”

	A squirrel ran across the dark driveway. Sarna tapped her fingers on the window frame. “I’d say let’s start with the truth.”

	Jasper started the car and took a deep breath. “I doubt he’ll believe us.”

	Sarna rested her head back. “Why wouldn’t he? He’s half-human. His father is from another planet. He has unusual abilities that no one else has. I’d say he’ll be more open to us than you think. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if he expected us.”

	“Maybe…” Jasper ran his hand through his hair. “But he won’t know whether to trust us.”

	“He can sense us just as we can sense him. He’ll know.”

	Jasper raised a hand. “So we tell him everything? Right up front?”

	“Wasn’t that the plan?”

	Jasper stared through the windshield. “I’m having second thoughts.”

	“Then let’s play it by ear,” she said. “We’ll see how it goes.”

	Jasper pointed a finger at her. “You let me take the lead, okay?”

	Sarna widened her eyes. “What do you mean? You think I can’t handle myself?”

	Jasper raised an eyebrow. “I know you can’t handle yourself. Especially after that scene at the store.”

	“That guy threatened us. He deserved it.”

	“He was no threat to us and you know it. You just didn’t like him.”

	“No. I didn’t. Or that crazy woman that was with him. This planet has some unstable people.”

	Jasper huffed. “Like ours doesn’t? Why do you think we’re here?”

	Sarna didn’t answer but looked out across the dark road. “You ready to go?” she asked. “Seen enough?”

	Jasper put his hand on the wheel. “Yes. I’ve seen enough.”

	“Tomorrow then,” she said. “We’ll talk to him.” She shifted in her seat. “And then we get the hell out of here and go home.”

	Jasper gripped the steering wheel. “Okay. Tomorrow.” He put the car in drive. “And hopefully when we leave, he’ll be with us.”


Chapter Six

	 

	 

	THE QUIET MAN walked out of the woods and strode toward the porch. His easy gait and relaxed posture revealed his complete comfort with his surroundings, as if walking out of the dark woods at night were as normal as getting a glass of water before bed. Royce watched him approach. He took in the man’s dark complexion and long, black hair. A necklace with a long gray and white feather hung from his neck. “What are you doing out here, Chief?” asked Royce.

	The man got closer and Royce could make out his visitor’s deep set, dark eyes. The man smiled and the lines on his face creased deeper. “I could ask the same of you, Starman.” He walked on to the porch and eyed Royce’s beer. “You sharing?”

	His friend sat down in one of the patio chairs. Shaking his head, Royce headed into his house and grabbed a beer. He returned to the porch, sat, and tossed the bottle. The man caught it and twisted the cap. “How you been, Gus?” asked Royce.

	Gus took a swig and set the bottle on the side table. “Good. You?”

	Royce rested a foot on the scarred wooden patio table. “Fine.”

	“I see you have company.”

	Royce was not surprised Gus knew about RJ. “His dad dropped him off for a few days.” He didn’t elaborate. “How long were you gone this time?”

	Gus picked up his bottle. “About a month.”

	“That’s longer than usual,” said Royce.

	“This one was different. Took a little time.” Gus took another swig of his beer. “How’s RJ?”

	Royce nodded toward the house. “His dad asked me to keep an eye on him. Rick’s working on an apparent murder investigation.”

	“I heard. Up near Shady Point.”

	“When did you get back from your walk?”

	“This morning,” said Gus. He studied his beer. “One of these days maybe you’ll join me.”

	Royce didn’t answer but considered his reply. He’d known Gus Longcreek for three years. He was a descendant of the Iroquois tribe and legendary in the area for being a master tracker and medicine healer. Raised by his grandfather, Gus knew how to live off the land. Naturally in tune with the animals and familiar with the various plants and vegetation of the forest, he took frequent trips or “walks” as he called them where he disappeared for days and weeks to “spend time with Mother Earth.” Royce had met him after he’d bought his land and began to build his cabin. He’d been camping nearby and Gus had walked right up to his fire while Royce was roasting marshmallows. They’d begun talking and struck up an easy friendship. Despite Royce’s attempts to reveal as little about himself as possible, Gus had known from the start that Royce was different. Said he’d seen it in one of his visions. Since then, he’d started to call Royce “Starman” and the name had stuck.

	“Maybe one day,” Royce finally answered. Although the thought of joining Gus on one of his walks intrigued him, Royce knew that keeping his secrets only became more difficult the more time he spent with the mystical man.  “You see the bear?” asked Royce. He took another swallow of his beer.

	“Not this time,” said Gus. He held a flat stare. “But I know you did.”

	Royce choked on his drink and coughed. He had not told Gus of his experiments with the large animal that frequented the land around his property. “What do you mean?” he asked, wiping his mouth.

	Gus chuckled. “Come on, Starman. You know what I mean.” He raised his bottle. “I saw you in my vision.”

	Royce shot a glance at his friend. “Really. What kind of vision? Were you maybe smoking something at the time?”

	Gus grinned. “Sometimes that’s the best way to ensure a vision.”

	Royce made a half-smile. “I’m sure it is. But how accurate is it?”

	“You saw the bear, didn’t you?” He winked. “But he didn’t see you?” Royce raised a brow. “You forget who you’re dealing with Starman.”

	Royce wasn’t sure what to say. “Apparently so.”

	The two sat quietly before Gus finally spoke. “How’d you do it?”

	“Do what?”

	Gus put his drink down. “How did you hide from him? Disappear from his sight?”

	Royce rubbed his fingers over the stubble on his jaw. He debated how much to say. “It’s just something I’m practicing.”

	Gus’s eyes widened. “Practicing? For what? You planning on joining the circus? What would you have done if he’d seen you?”

	Royce shrugged. “I don’t know.” He picked at the label on his bottle. “Run?”

	Gus said nothing. Royce decided to change the subject. “How’d you know about Shady Point?”

	“What?” asked Gus.

	“The murder?”

	“Oh, that.” He picked up his beer. “Saw Rick on my way in. He asked if I could help.”

	Royce was curious. “Help how?”

	“They’re looking for a shoe. They also want to see if I can track any movement through the woods.”

	“After the police have been through there?”

	Gus shook his head. “Probably won’t find much, but they think the murderer may have been at the Shady Point campsite earlier in the evening. He hopes I might find something there.”

	“Good luck. Teenagers love hanging out there at night. Especially out by the park.”

	“Don’t need luck,” said Gus, pointing outward. “Mother Earth will guide me.”

	“Well then good luck to her.” He took a final swig of his beer and put the bottle on the table. “She’s gonna need it.”

	Gus laughed. “I won’t argue with that.” He eyed Royce’s empty bottle on the table. “Do your trick.”

	Royce rolled his eyes. “No.”

	Gus put his own bottle down. “Come on, Starman. I want to see.”

	Royce tried to divert Gus’s attention. “Why do you insist on calling me Starman?”

	Gus eye’s narrowed. “You know why.”

	Royce studied the trees. “I know. Another one of your visions.” He sighed. “You should stop calling me that.”

	“Why?” asked Gus. He settled back in his seat. “Does it make you uncomfortable?”

	“It’s not something I talk about.”

	Gus’s mouth turned up. “Don’t worry. It’s not something I plan to share.”

	“I don’t even know why you believe it. It was just a vision.”

	Gus spoke with certainty. “I always trust my visions. And I know what I saw. You come from the stars.” He raised a hand to the sky.

	Royce sat up but didn’t respond. He stared at his fingers. Gus continued. “I suppose that has something to do with how you hide from bears that are standing right in front of you.” Royce fidgeted. “And how you do your trick.” Gus raised an ankle and rested it on his knee. “Which I’m still waiting for by the way.”

	Royce grunted and sat still. He didn’t know how to feel about what Gus knew and how he knew it. In some ways it scared him; in others he felt relief. It felt good to share a secret that only his family knew. But he also realized the risks. Gus’s foot bounced up and down, and Royce realized the man would only continue to pester him. He took a second to gather his thoughts and focused on the beer in front of him. A second passed and then his bottle slid across the table toward Gus without anyone touching it. Then Gus’s bottle moved. It slid on its own toward Royce, did a reverse turn, and headed back toward Gus. When it hit the edge of the table, it lifted and traveled into the air where Gus reached up and grabbed it.

	Gus hooted and gripped the bottle in his hand, looking at it as if he’d never seen glass before. “Shit. That’s awesome.” He slapped his knee. “How do you do that, Starman?”

	Royce tried not to squirm but failed. “It’s just something I learned a while back. Not that big a deal.” He thought back on his Shift, three years earlier. Born to a human mother and Eudoran father, Royce and his sisters had all experienced a transformation, or Shift, as his father called it. It was an important transitional event for all Eudorans, similar to moving from adolescence to adulthood for humans, only at an accelerated pace. For Royce and his siblings, it was a crucial milestone. And because his father was a Red-Line, a unique species capable of unusual abilities, including energy manipulation and intuition, telepathy, telekinesis, and cloaking, Royce and his sisters had exhibited a mixture of these powers. But they’d all had a strength, and Royce’s was moving objects with his mind. He was also practicing the skill of cloaking by hiding in plain sight of the bear. His abilities had revealed themselves shortly after his Shift, and his life had changed dramatically ever since. He wondered what Gus would think if he knew what Royce’s sisters could do.

	Gus took another swallow of his beer. “Can you turn water into wine?” he asked.

	Royce finally cracked a smile. “I’m not that skilled. I’ll leave that to a higher power.”

	Gus put his bottle back on the table. “Smart.” He leaned back and stared out at the trees. Royce immediately felt his change in mood.

	“What is it, Chief?” he asked. “Something on your mind?”

	Gus was quiet and Royce waited. They both listened to the wind stir the leaves. “On this walk…I had another vision,” Gus finally said.

	“You told me. You saw me with the bear.’

	Gus shook his head. “Not that,” he said. “Something else.”

	“What?” Royce tuned in to Gus’s energy and felt the concern drift off the man. Since Gus rarely worried about anything, Royce perked up.

	Gus shifted and held Royce’s gaze. “You, my friend.”

	“Me, what?”

	Gus studied his palms. “I saw death.”

	That made Royce straighten. “You saw what?”

	“And there’s a woman.”

	Royce didn’t understand. He thought of his mother and sisters. “A woman? What woman?”

	Gus’s eyes drooped. “She will break your heart.”

	Royce didn’t understand. He wasn’t dating anyone, and considering who he was, he wondered if he ever would. “What the hell are you talking about, Chief? Other than my family, there are no women in my life.”

	Gus held his gaze. “Not yet.”

	Royce felt his body stiffen. “What are you saying?”

	“I’m saying that there’s trouble on the horizon. Someone’s coming.”

	Royce thought back on the previous six months and felt his belly curl in fear. He gripped the chair. “Who?”

	Gus was unfazed. “Two, maybe more. I can’t be sure.”

	Royce thought of Eve and Gillian, his sisters. Their safety was his primary concern. “What do they want?”

	“I don’t know.”

	Royce’s mind whirled. “When will they be here?”

	Gus barely moved. “They’re already here.”

	Royce sat for a moment, but then stood and stepped to his porch railing. He stared out at the trees and thought back to six months ago. His mind flashed to violent seas, flashing lightning, and a collapsing deck. “My family? Are they safe?”

	Gus paused. “I didn’t see them. Only you.”

	Royce gripped the rail. “Should I leave?”

	Gus shook his head. “It’s too late for that.”

	“Who are they? Do you know?”

	Gus stood and went to stand next to Royce. “I didn’t see that in my vision.”

	Royce didn’t know what to think. “Damn it…” It was all he could think to say.

	Gus spoke calmly. “But that might be the reason there’s a car on the road, watching your house.”

	Royce whirled. “What? You mean now? Out front?” He didn’t wait for an answer and jumped off the porch and ran toward the front of the cabin.

	“Wait for me,” said Gus, and he followed Royce into the woods.

	Royce moved fast, but Gus kept up. Both men were comfortable in the woods and jogged easily past the side of the house and up onto the pebbled driveway. Royce picked up speed, and in a few long strides he reached the side of the road with Gus right behind him. The street was quiet, and no cars were visible.

	Despite his sprint, Royce’s breathing had barely changed. “There’s nobody here,” he said.

	Gus stood beside him. “Good observation.”

	Royce reached out with his senses to see if he could pick up on anything, but he could only feel the familiar sights and sounds of the quiet woods around him. He looked sharply at Gus. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

	Gus shook his head in the dim light. “It makes no difference.”

	Royce attempted to calm himself. “What do you mean? They were here. If you’d said something before…”

	Gus’s expression remained unchanged. “It doesn’t matter. They will return.”

	Royce’s mind rushed. He didn’t know what to think. Was he in danger? What about his sisters? Should he contact them? Gillian was living with her fiancé, and Eve had returned to the city. “The hell it doesn’t matter.” He strode off and headed back toward the house.

	“Starman…”

	Royce stopped. Gus stood unmoving. “You have a decision to make.”

	Royce nodded. “I know. I’m making it right now.”

	“That’s not what I mean.”

	“I have to protect my family.”

	“Leaving won’t help. You must face this,” said Gus. “You cannot run from it.”

	“Run from what?” asked Royce. “What exactly am I running from?” He itched to race back to the house and start packing.

	Gus didn’t hesitate. “Your destiny, Starman. You have one and you must prepare for it.”

	 


Chapter Seven

	 

	 

	ROYCE PACED HIS living room. He tried to ignore the angry wave of energy he felt from RJ, but as time passed, it became increasingly difficult. He tried to explain. “RJ…”

	RJ didn’t wait for an explanation. “Forget it. You don’t want me around. Don’t worry. I’m used to it.” He picked at a thread on his overnight bag, which was packed and sitting on his lap.

	Royce stood in front of him. “Stop playing the martyr. If that’s what I thought, I would tell you. I’m happy to have you here, but something’s come up and I have to leave. And you can’t stay here by yourself.”

	RJ stared at him with wide eyes. “Why not? I’m eighteen. I’m old enough.”

	“That’s not the point,” said Royce.

	“I have a car. I can take care of myself.”

	Royce raised an eyebrow. “A car? You have a car?”

	RJ squinted his eyes. “Of course I do. How do you think I travel back and forth between my parents?”

	“Where is it?”

	RJ shrugged. “At my dad’s.”

	“Why is it there? Why did your dad drive you here?”

	RJ hesitated, but finally answered. “Because my dad took the keys.”

	Royce’s brow furrowed. “So you don’t have a car.”

	“I do.”

	“But not one you can presently drive?”

	RJ looked away. “No.”

	“Why’d you lose the keys?”

	RJ stared at the ground and sighed. “Because my dad’s a pain in the ass.”

	“Yes,” said Royce. “I’m sure it’s your dad’s fault. What did you do?”

	RJ looked up in anger. “I went out to a party a few days ago. Came back late.”

	“How late?”

	RJ stared at his fingers. “I’m eighteen, you know?”

	“How late?” Royce asked again.

	“Six a.m.”

	“How were you when you came home?”

	RJ shot a hard gaze at Royce. “I was fine.”

	“How were you?” he asked again.

	RJ moaned. “So maybe I’d smoked a little weed.”

	“And…”

	“And had a few beers.”

	“Uh huh.”

	“But I’m eighteen. Old enough to go to war.”

	“And when you’re fighting for your life, you can smoke all the weed and drink all the beer you want, but until then, you’re breaking the law, and under your dad’s jurisdiction.”

	“Screw him. He doesn’t give a shit about me.”

	Royce could feel RJ’s anger but also the hurt. “You need to understand something, RJ.”

	The boy’s sullen look did not change. “Is this the part where you tell me I’m wrong? That dad really loves me. He just doesn’t know how to show it?”

	Royce rose up to his full height and rested his hands on his hips. “No. This is the part where I tell you to stop feeling sorry for yourself. You want respect? You want to be treated like a man? Then start acting like one. Decide what you want and go after it. You sitting in your parents’ houses, wishing for a life you don’t have, and blaming them for your problems, is not a way to live. The sooner you understand that the better. You don’t want your car keys taken from you? Then go out, get a job, pay your own way, and make your mark in the world. It’s what every man does at some point. And the sooner you do it, the better.” 

	The sound of a car coming down the driveway made him turn. He saw the sheriff’s vehicle stop in the front of his house. He looked back at RJ, who stared at the floor. “And yes, your dad does love you whether you know it or not. I’d give thanks every day that you have one. I’d have given my left arm to spend more time with my dad. So stop dwelling on your problems and count your blessings, kid. You got more than you realize.”

	The car door opened, and Rick stepped out. He wore his sheriff’s uniform, and he put his hat on his head and walked toward the open entry.

	RJ stood and held his bag. “Whatever,” was all he said.

	“If I could let you stay, I would, but it’s not safe here. Besides, it’s not a hiding place. You need to work things out with your dad.”

	RJ slung his bag over his shoulder as his dad approached. Royce turned to greet the sheriff. “Rick,” he said.

	“Royce,” said the sheriff. He looked over at RJ. “He been okay?”

	RJ rolled his eyes.

	“He’s been fine. Something came up though, and I’ve got to head out of town. I didn’t think you’d want me to leave him here on his own.”

	RJ answered before his dad could. “I’d be fine, Dad. I could stay here. I’m old enough.” He made brief eye contact with Royce before looking away.

	Rick smiled. “I’m sure you’d like to be on your own. But I’d rather you come home.” RJ’s shoulders shrunk. “Besides, who am I going to go fishing with tomorrow if you’re out here?”

	RJ perked up. “Fishing? I thought you had to work.”

	“It’s easing up a bit. I can find a few hours tomorrow to take the boat out on the lake if you’re up for it.”

	RJ looked between Royce and his dad. “Sure. I guess so.”

	“Great. Why don’t you head out to the car while I talk with Royce.”

	RJ stood for a second before heading out the door. He looked at Royce briefly before leaving, and Royce tipped his head at him. RJ made no reaction.

	“Thanks for keeping an eye on him,” said Rick. “I hope he wasn’t too much trouble.”

	“No trouble at all,” said Royce. “He’d be welcome to stay longer if I didn’t have to go.”

	Rick noted the small suitcase on the floor. “Everything okay? Nothing bad, I hope.”

	Royce offered no details. “No. Nothing I can’t handle. How’s the investigation going?”

	The sheriff shook his head. “Definitely a murder. Somebody swung something at a woman’s head. Probably a rock. Plus, we’re looking for a missing pink tennis shoe.”

	“Who would want to kill anyone out here?” asked Royce.

	“Good question. She was probably out hiking. But how she ended up where she was or why she was killed is still unknown. There’s no ID either, so we’re still trying to figure out who she is.”

	“I hear Gus is helping.”

	“Yeah. He’s coming out this afternoon. Gonna look around the area. Maybe he can find something.”

	“If there’s anything to be found, Gus can find it.”

	Rick nodded. “I know that much.” He looked back toward his car. RJ was sitting in the front seat. “I appreciate your help.”

	“He’s a good kid,” said Royce. “A little confused, but a good kid.”

	Rick put a hand on his hip. “He came home a few nights ago, drunk and high.”

	Royce rubbed his neck.  “I had a few of those nights when I was his age.”

	“What did your dad do?” asked Rick.

	Royce shrugged. “He wasn’t around to say anything. But my mom made me pay the price.”

	“What’d she do?”

	“She made me drink several glasses of whiskey. I puked for days.”

	Rick chuckled. “I guess that’s one way to handle it.”

	“I haven’t touched hard liquor since.”

	“I may consider that if it keeps up.” Rick walked toward the open door. “You let me know when you get back. We’ll have you up for dinner to say thank you.”

	“I’ll do that,” said Royce, wondering if he’d be able to accept that invitation.

	“I’ll make RJ cook.”

	“I thought you wanted to thank me.”

	Rick smiled. “I promise. We won’t send you home ill…or make you drink any whiskey.”

	Royce offered a half-grin. “All right. I’ll let you know when I’m back.”

	Rick tipped his hat. “See you, Royce. Take care.”

	“You too, Rick. Good luck with your investigation.” Rick walked to his car, got in, and drove away. After offering a quick wave, Royce closed his front door and scanned the house. His packed bag was at his feet. His house was clean, and everything was put away. Royce listened to the quiet and wondered if he was doing the right thing. He thought back to his conversation with Gus the previous night. He didn’t know anything about facing his destiny, but what he did know was that he had to ensure his family’s safety. After what had happened six months ago, he didn’t want to take a chance that someone might use him to get to his loved ones. He picked up his bag and reached out energetically, feeling for anything amiss. Gus said whoever was here would find him, and he didn’t want to walk into an ambush. He didn’t know who it was, but if it was someone from his father’s neck of the woods, he knew he would have to be careful. 

	Feeling nothing awry, Royce walked out, shut the door, and locked it. He walked to his truck and threw his bag into the back seat. Before he slid behind the wheel, he reached for the stone around his neck. It always managed to soothe him in stressful situations. Not feeling it, he cursed himself, remembering he’d set it aside after the cord had come loose the previous day. After being distracted by his neighbor walking through woods, he’d left it there. Royce grunted in frustration. The stone could not be left behind. His father had given it to him on his sixteenth birthday, and Royce always wore it. Not only was it calming and cool, but it always felt as if his father were with him when he touched it.

	Without hesitating, he closed the car door and ran into the woods, remembering exactly where he’d put it. He’d been on the McDermott path leading down to the water. He’d set his things down on a tree stump. The stone should still be there. He jogged quickly through the brush. The day was warming, and the sun shone brightly through the trees, making him break out in a light sweat. He reached the edge of his property and stepped on to McDermott’s land. There were no fences, but he knew where he was. Running farther into the woods, he reached the area where he’d been working. He saw the stump, but there was no stone. Cursing again, he dropped to his knees and felt through the dried leaves. Realizing he was rushing, he made himself relax, and instead of digging through the dirt, he closed his eyes and felt for the stone. It had a distinct feel, almost like diving into cool water on a hot day. Letting his senses guide him, he reached out with his hands and without opening his eyes, he searched a spot inches away from the stump. Within seconds, he felt the familiar smooth surface and opened his eyes. Breathing a sigh of relief, he slipped the rock into his pocket and began to stand when an ominous wave of energy dropped over him.  It almost froze him in his tracks.

	Moving slowly, he turned and his breathing stopped. Standing only feet away from the stump was the bear. The distraction of looking for the stone had caused Royce to miss the animal’s presence completely. The bear eyed him, as if to say, I see you now. It made a deep roar, reared up, and swiped its huge claws at Royce. Royce reared back, but not before the claws ripped at his shirt and chest. Rivulets of blood seeped out from his torn clothes, and Royce fell backward into the dirt. The bear dropped down onto all fours and bellowed. Royce could almost hear the animal mock him. Royce stayed still, knowing that if he ran, the animal would give chase, and he doubted he would win a foot race with an angry bear. Royce forced himself to breathe, and he reached out, trying to use his own energy to calm the bear’s, but it failed. Within seconds, the bear lunged forward and was on him.

	Instinctively, Royce’s arms came up for protection. He got his hands up underneath the animal’s powerful jaws and pushed its huge head up and away. One well-placed bite would kill him. Despite Royce’s strength, he was no match for the bear’s brute force and tenacity. It would only be seconds before the beast had him by the throat. Summoning up a powerful dose of energy from his core, Royce sent a shockwave up and through his arms. Heat shot from his hands. The jolt hit the bear and the animal jumped. Royce sent another intense wave of electric heat. The bear grunted, twitched, and then retreated. Breathing hard, Royce watched the bear shake his head and then study him, momentarily stunned and debating whether or not to renew his attack. Royce didn’t move. Bleeding heavily from the wounds on his chest, he watched the bear roar at him, his huge mouth opening and his bare teeth dripping with saliva. The bear stomped the ground, eager to attack again but now with less vigor. Royce prepared in case the bear came again, but after a few terrifying seconds, the bear shook out his coat, turned, and walked back into the woods, apparently deciding he’d had enough for today.

	Royce fell back hard onto the ground. Stunned from the attack, he’d been numb to the pain, but now the sharp sting from his chest wound turned into a fire and he moaned. He looked down at himself and saw the blood soak through his shirt and run down his torso. Leaves and dirt coated his clothes. He had to get help. Slowly, he pushed up to his knees. He took long slow deep breaths, trying to stay calm. Shaking from adrenaline, he pushed up on the stump to support himself, but the soft dirt gave way and his foot slipped backward and disrupted the brush. His balance wavered, and he felt dizzy, but he righted himself and brought his foot back to stand. As he did, another sharp pain jabbed at his ankle. He fell hard onto the ground and gasped in shock to see the triangular head and thick body of a brown and gray snake, its fangs gripping hard to Royce’s lower leg. Royce yelled almost as loud as the bear and scrambled back, kicking out. The snake, which Royce recognized as a water moccasin, let go and slithered back into the brush.

	Royce stared in horror. Bleeding heavily and now bitten by a poisonous snake, his day had just gone from bad to disastrous.

	 

	**

	 

	Jasper drove the car down the rocky driveway and stopped in front of Royce’s house. The two occupant’s saw Royce’s truck in the driveway.

	Sarna unbuckled her seatbelt and opened her door.

	“Wait a minute,” said Jasper.

	“What for?” Sarna asked.

	Jasper hesitated. He stared at the house.

	Sarna sighed. “Jasper…” When Jasper didn’t answer, she stepped out of the vehicle and closed the door.

	“Sarna…”

	Sarna ignored him and walked toward the front door. Jasper jumped out of the car and ran up behind her. “What are you doing?”

	She knocked on the door. “What we should have done three days ago.”

	“We should talk first.”

	“There is nothing else to talk about.” She knocked again. “Let’s get this over with.”

	Jasper ran a nervous hand through his hair, but he gave up arguing and stood and waited as Sarna knocked again.

	There was no answer. “Where is he?”

	Jasper waited, but when no one came to the door, he stepped from behind Sarna and knocked. He turned the knob, but it was locked. “He’s not home.”

	“His truck’s here,” said Sarna. She looked around. “Maybe he’s out back.” She stepped off the porch and walked to the side of the house.

	“Wait a minute,” said Jasper.

	Sarna kept moving and Jasper caught up to her. He didn’t say anything though.

	They walked to the back of the cabin and saw the back porch, more trees, a pile of wood stacked neatly in a pile, and a small shed. Sarna stepped onto the porch and peered into the house. She saw a small living room and kitchen, but the house was quiet. Nobody was home.

	“Anything?” asked Jasper.

	“Nothing.” She moaned. “Where is he?”

	Jasper looked around the property. “Maybe he went on one of those walks in the woods?”

	“You mean a hike?”

	“Yes. Or maybe he went fishing.”

	Sarna’s face fell. “You think he’s killing fish?”

	“Maybe.”

	She perused the woods. “Why would one of our kind eat an animal?”

	Jasper raised an eyebrow. “He’s not from Eudora. He’s Earth-born. I’m sure he eats animals.”

	“We should leave him here. He’ll never fit in at home.”

	“After we’ve met him, you can make all the disparaging remarks you want, but until then, let’s try not to assume the worst.” He walked up to the back door, where he looked in through the glass. He put his hand on the knob.

	“Me think the worst?” asked Sarna. “I’m not the one who’s been avoiding this conversation for three days.” She walked up next to Jasper and felt the wave of energy emit from him. “What are you doing?” She heard the audible click and watched Jasper open the door. “Are you breaking into his house?”

	Jasper stepped inside. “He’s obviously not here. I can’t feel him. Can you?”

	“No. Doesn’t mean he’s not around though. Our senses only go so far, especially on this crazy planet.”

	“He could be gone for several hours. We might as well wait.”

	Shaking her head, she followed him inside. She saw a brown leather sofa, small television, tidy kitchen, and square dining table. “For somebody who didn’t want to walk up to the front door, you’re suddenly very confident.” She closed the door behind her. 

	Jasper looked around. Moving to the mantel, he studied the pictures there. One was of Royce with three women. They stood outside the cabin, arms interlaced, smiling. Another was of Royce and a Native-American man with long dark hair, holding a fish and fishing pole.  Sarna frowned at the image. Jasper turned away, sat on the couch, and picked up the TV remote. Perusing it, he pushed the buttons.

	“You’re right,” he said. “We’ve waited long enough. It’s time to get this over with.” After pressing a few more buttons with no results, he put the remote down. Sarna sat down beside him as Jasper stared at the TV. The TV flicked on immediately and a man appeared on screen, selling what appeared to be a set of knives. 

	Jasper sat back and crossed his arms. “It’s time I met my half-brother.”

	 

	**

	 

	Royce stumbled through the woods. He’d managed to break off a sturdy vine and wrap it around his leg just below his knee to act as a tourniquet to prevent the spread of venom, but he knew it was only a temporary solution. Due to the location of the bite, he’d been unable suck the poison from the wound. He needed medical help, but if he ended up in a hospital, he’d be vulnerable to whoever was looking for him. His family would also be notified, making them vulnerable too. 

	Gus. If he could get to Gus, Gus could treat him at home. He doubted Gus would see it that way, but in Royce’s present state of mind, it seemed a logical choice. Limping through the woods at a slow pace, Royce tried to ignore the ache in his chest. The blood flow had slowed, but it continued to run, and it soaked his tattered shirt and pants. His calf throbbed, and it felt like bugs were crawling up his leg—not over the skin but under it—and he made a considerable effort to not consider what that meant. Studying his surroundings, he realized he was still on McDermott’s land and a good distance away from his own. If he’d had two good legs, he’d have been home by now, but under his present circumstances, he’d be lucky to get home before dark. He realized he didn’t have that much time. Without medical attention, he’d be dead before dinner.

	A wave of nausea hit him, and he fell hard on his hands and knees. His stomach lurched, and he vomited into a shrub. He gasped as the pain in his leg flared. He cleared his throat, spit into the leaves, and waited until the nausea eased. Sitting back on his heels, he laid his forehead in the dirt, breathing heavily. Sweat trickled down his back.

	Knowing he didn’t have the luxury of time, he made himself get back up on his feet, using a tree trunk for support. He blinked several times, trying to find his balance. After several seconds, he finally pushed off the trunk and started to walk again when another wave of dizziness hit. Vision blurring, he stumbled forward. His foot caught on an outstretched strip of root, and he tripped and collapsed to the forest floor. The ground rearing up at him was the last thing he saw before he lost consciousness.

	 


Chapter Eight

	 

	 

	GUS WALKED ALONG the trail leading up to the Shady Point campgrounds. He studied the winding path and surrounding forest, stopping periodically to observe the leaves and branches along the path. 

	Aaron, the sheriff’s deputy, waited a few feet behind him and slowly followed Gus through the woods. The Native American was quiet, saying little since he’d arrived. Aaron had merely pointed him in the right direction and Gus had taken it from there. They’d been through the crime scene, where the woman’s body had been found, up the trail to Shady Point Park, and now down into the campgrounds, where Aaron continued to watch Gus work. He didn’t know exactly what the medicine man would find, since the police had searched the area twice, but he waited to find out.

	Aaron checked his watch. They’d been out here for over two hours. His stomach growled. He wished the sheriff were here, but Rick had needed to pick up RJ and spend some time with him, so Aaron had agreed to meet Gus. Biting back a sigh, Aaron watched as Gus stopped again and dropped low to the ground. He traced his fingers through the fallen leaves and appeared to be studying the dirt, then he looked up. Aaron looked up, too, wondering what the man was seeing.

	Aaron felt his impatience rise. “What is it?” he asked. “What do you see?” He continued to look up.

	Gus rose from his squat. “The sun.” He raised his hand to the sky. “It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it?”

	Aaron felt a trickle of sweat roll down his neck. He could do with a little less sun. “Fabulous,” he said. Gus grinned and continued down the trail.

	Aaron looked at his watch again. The thought of eating a juicy cheeseburger at Minnie’s made his mouth water. “You almost done, Gus?” Gus strolled down the path and Aaron heard him chuckle. “What?” asked Aaron. “You find something?”

	Gus stopped. Aaron stopped too and the two men eyed each other. Gus rested his hands on his hips. “I finished about an hour ago.”

	Aaron was confused. “Excuse me?”

	Gus stood quietly. “I said I finished about an hour ago.”

	Aaron threw up his hands. “Then why have we been walking through these infernal woods all this time?”

	Gus smiled. “Because it’s a lovely day, like I said, and I was enjoying nature’s gifts.”

	Aaron rolled his eyes. “Why didn’t you say something?”

	“Why didn’t you ask?”

	Aaron saw the twinkle in Gus’s eyes and bit back a moan. Now he really wished the sheriff was here. If he were, Aaron would be enjoying that hamburger right now instead of contemplating leaving Gus in the woods right along where the woman’s body had been found. He tried to show no impatience, but he couldn’t help stomping around and past Gus.

	“Watch where you’re stepping,” said Gus, and Aaron hopped back onto the trail.

	“What?” he asked staring at the ground. “Is there evidence?”

	Gus walked up and stooped low. “You almost stepped on a dandelion.” He reached down and brushed a finger on the round weed that sprang from the ground. Soft furry wisps dislodged from the circular head and blew into the wind. “Lovely, isn’t it?” asked Gus.

	Aaron swatted at a mosquito. He bit back an angry retort and almost turned to leave, but hesitated. He knew the sheriff would be angry if he were rude to Gus. He ignored Gus’s question. “Did you find anything useful?” he asked. He watched Gus appreciate the weed. “Besides dandelions?”

	Gus straightened. He studied the woods around him. “Just that Mother Earth is a generous woman, but I already knew that.”

	Aaron sighed. “Good to know. Anything else?” He turned away. His suspicions that this would turn out to be a wild goose chase were confirmed.

	“Just that there was a party out here recently. Probably a group of four or five. And they’re likely teenagers based on the joint I found and the discarded beer bottle in the shrubs up in the park. There are several sneaker prints in the dirt off the trail too. If any of them were out late that night, I’d say they’re worth talking to.”

	Aaron stared at him, saying nothing. How in the world did Gus know all of that after only an hour’s walk? He continued to stand mute as Gus approached and passed him on the trail. “I’m hungry,” said Gus. He glanced back at Aaron. “You up for a burger at Minnie’s? I’m buying.”

	Aaron heard Gus chuckle as Gus walked away.

	 


Chapter Nine

	 

	 

	ROYCE SHIVERED, BUT intense heat rippled through him. He tried to stand, but something pushed him down. His leg throbbed, his chest ached, and he moaned in pain, but his cries went unanswered. Images formed in his head as his body fought the poison. They morphed one into another in a vicious cycle of fear and weakness—a snake, coiled and ready to strike, tongue flicking; RJ with the ax, striking the logs of wood; the bear rearing up and roaring, claws outstretched; Gus, with worried eyes, telling him he was in danger; and then a woman, with long blonde hair, watching him. Nothing made sense. The visions came fast and quick. Sometimes the snake would strike and bite him. Or the bear would swipe at Royce and its claws would rip into his flesh, making Royce cry out. Other times he saw Gus standing over him, chanting and holding a feather. Then the woman would return and he felt the coolness of her approach. The heat in his body always eased when she was near.

	He had no idea where he was. Was he still in the forest, slowly dying? During more lucid moments, he felt protected, as if someone was watching over him, but he couldn’t form a coherent thought or manage to escape the haze of heat and pain he was in. It felt like someone had thrown a heavy, hot blanket over him, and he had no idea how to get it off. He felt suffocated, and at times he fought to remove the cloth, desperate for air and release, until his limbs became heavy and then he couldn’t move them at all. He wondered if this was death. Had he died? Was this the afterlife that awaited him? If so, it was not what he had envisioned. He had never seriously entertained thoughts of heaven or hell, but now he had to consider that he had somehow ended up in the latter. Why, he didn’t know.

	Another image in his head, but this time of his sisters. He saw Gillian and Eve at a distance in the woods. They saw him and waved, and he waved back. Beginning to walk toward them, he felt fear fire up in his belly and he yelled at them to run, but they didn’t move. He picked up his pace. Something was wrong. He ran faster, shouting at them to get away. But they continued to stand and wave and then the bear attacked, taking his terrified sisters down to the ground. Cold terror plunged Royce into a dark abyss. He screamed and then he was in swirling water, the waves pushing him along the rough current. He couldn’t surface. There was no air, and his lungs strained. He lunged upward, following the bubbles that escaped his mouth, desperate to break free of the surging liquid. He kicked hard with his legs and his arms pumped, and the surface loomed. He was close. With one more hard stretch, he reached out with his hand and felt someone grab it and pull him up. His head broke through the plane of water and he saw who gripped his palm. Galen. The man who had almost killed him six months ago. Galen’s face broke into an evil smile, and he cackled.

	Royce reared back, voiced a muffled scream, and then his eyes opened. Everything was quiet and blurry. He blinked several times. Breathing hard, he tried to make sense of where he was. It was a low lit, small room, and he was in a warm bed. There was a blanket over him, and he was soaked in sweat. As his vision cleared, he could make out the surroundings. There was a window, a nightstand with a lamp and wide bowl sitting atop it, and a chair beside the bed. He turned his head and saw a small bathroom. The door to his room was open. He struggled to move his arms but he couldn’t. As the haze continued to clear he realized his limbs were tied down. He fought to free himself, but the knots were tight and his efforts only made them tighter. Fear curled his stomach. Where was he?

	“Starman. You back with us?”

	Royce turned and saw Gus standing at the open door. Royce released an audible sigh of relief. “Gus?” His voice was weak and raspy.

	Gus walked over and sat in a chair beside the bed. His tired, worried look reminded Royce of the face from his nightmares. “How do you feel?”

	Royce wasn’t sure how to answer. As his awareness improved, he could feel the aches and pains in his body. He swallowed and his throat stuck. “I’m thirsty.” He moved his arms but his bound wrists limited his movement. It was then he realized he was naked under the sheets. What the hell had happened to him?

	Gus leaned over and undid the ropes on Royce’s arm. “Sorry. We didn’t have a choice. You were flailing and fighting us. You’re a big man. We had to keep you from hurting yourself, and more importantly, from hurting us.” He picked up a water glass with a straw and brought it up to Royce who lifted his head and sucked deeply. The water felt cool and refreshing and Royce didn’t think he’d ever tasted anything better.

	After taking a long drink, Royce rested his head back. Gus set the water aside and undid the rest of Royce’s restraints. Royce attempted to move and moaned with the effort. Everything hurt, especially his leg. The memories returned with a frightening thud. The bear. The snake. He shifted his leg and was gratified to still feel it attached to his body although it buzzed with a low-grade heat from his foot to his thigh. His chest itched, and he fought the urge to scratch it.

	He attempted to speak again. “How did I get here?” His voice sounded stronger. He looked around the room. “Where am I?” Gus’s earlier answers finally pierced his muddled brain and he asked the obvious. “And who is ‘we’?”

	Before Gus could answer, a woman walked into the room. She stopped when she realized Royce was awake. She wore a long shapeless light blue dress and her long blonde hair was tied in a braid that hung down her back. Royce recognized her immediately. She was the woman who had rented the McDermott cabin. She was also the woman from his dreams. The one who had kept him cool as he blazed with fever. He stared at her, and she blushed from his intense gaze. A strange wave of heat engulfed him, but it wasn’t from illness. Probably had more to do with the fact that he was naked beneath the sheets.

	Gus finally answered the lingering question. “This is Alice.” He looked back at her and then at Royce. “If it wasn’t for her, you’d be dead, Starman, or at the very least in a hospital, where you should have been in the first place.” He grunted his displeasure.

	Royce finally broke eye contact with Alice and stared at Gus. “What exactly happened?” he asked. “The last thing I remember was collapsing in the woods.”

	Alice finally spoke. “I found you.” Her voice was light and wispy, as if she were unsure whether she wanted to speak. 

	Despite his weakness, Royce could feel her timidity. “You did? How?”

	Her hands gripped her dress in a show of nervousness. “I was out walking. I heard shuffling, moaning. I saw you on the ground.”

	Royce had no memory of the encounter. “How’d I get here?” He eyed the room. “I know you didn’t carry me.”

	She made a small smile. She looked pretty when she smiled. “No. I didn’t. You managed to walk with my help.”

	“I walked here?” How could he not remember that?

	“You were in a lot of pain. You were bleeding. You were rambling about a snake bite. I brought you to my cabin, got you inside and into the bed.” She hesitated for a moment. “I started to call for help, but you asked me not to. You said it was dangerous. Someone was looking for you.”

	Royce thought back but his mind was blank. “I did?”

	“Yes.” She let go of her dress and her nervousness seemed to ease. She walked up next to Gus. “I have a medical background. You were very ill. I got you comfortable, tried to deal with the snakebite as best I could, cleaned your chest wounds, but I knew you needed more. When your leg started to swell, I was prepared to call an ambulance. But you begged me not to. You kept asking for Gus. Said Gus could help you.”

	Royce noted Gus’s unreadable face. “Apparently you found him.”

	Alice nodded. “Luckily, he wasn’t hard to find. I called the sheriff. Got a hold of the deputy. He gave me Gus’s number.” She put her hand on the back of Gus’s chair. “I called and Gus showed up an hour later.”

	Gus’s face was stony. “You should have called the ambulance.”

	“You could have called just as easily,” Alice replied, in a show of strength. “You could have done it the moment you walked in.”

	“Hmph,” Gus grunted, but made no other explanation.

	“So why didn’t you?” Royce couldn’t help but ask.

	Gus reached over and pulled Royce’s blanket up to his chin. “There are some things, Starman, we may never know the answer to.”

	Royce fought the urge to yank the blanket back down. It felt like sweat was pouring out of him. “You obviously kept me alive.”

	“You’re lucky I had a stocked medicine bag. I wouldn’t have had the time to search for the proper ingredients. The ancestors were smiling on you,” said Gus. He glanced up at Alice. “And Alice. She watched over you day and night.” Gus’s eyes met Royce’s, and they held the stare. Royce remembered their conversation on the porch.

	“Thank you, Alice,” he said, glancing up at her. He saw her nervousness return when she looked at the floor. “I don’t know what to say.”

	Her head bobbed up. “There’s nothing to say. You needed help. I couldn’t let you die in the woods.”

	“You could have called EMS, the police. Let them take care of me instead of you.”

	“I almost did, but…”

	He waited for her to answer. “But what?”

	“Something in your voice. You sounded desperate. I know how that feels.” She went quiet again and looked out the window. Neither man spoke until Royce broke the quiet.

	“How’s my leg?” he asked, thinking it best to divert the subject for Alice’s sake.

	“Still there,” said Gus. “I applied a poultice of ground leaves and roots to remove as much poison as I could. The rest you had to sweat out. We heated up the room to help with that. You also had a high fever and were delusional.”

	“How long have I been here?” asked Royce.

	“Three days,” said Alice.

	“Your leg swelled and turned red,” said Gus. “Alice was worried you would go into shock. We removed your clothes, kept you as comfortable as possible, helped you go to the bathroom, wiped you down to keep the fever low. We had to tie your hands and legs when your hallucinations became violent.”

	Royce was stunned at all they had done for him. “You helped me go to the bathroom?”

	“Would you have rather soiled the bed?” asked Gus. “I suspect that would have been far more unpleasant.”

	Royce focused on a piece of dirt on the ceiling. “Point taken.” He had no memory of any trips to the bathroom. He guessed that was a small blessing.

	“How are you feeling now?” asked Alice.

	Royce released a deep sigh. “Like I’ve been through the digestive track of that bear, and he left me in one of his droppings.”

	Gus chuckled. “That’s what you get for hiding from him. You look like we found you in one of his droppings too.”

	“Your fever’s broken,” said Alice. “Think you’re strong enough to take a shower?”

	Gus raised an eyebrow. “Would you like our help?”

	Royce saw the twinkle in Gus’s eye. “I think any more trips to the bathroom will be handled on my own, thanks.” He scratched at his chest.

	“Careful,” said Alice. “I taped your chest wounds after I cleaned them. I didn’t have access to a needle and thread. The injuries are healing, but go easy. We don’t want them to reopen.”

	Royce thought about an earlier comment she’d made. “You said you have a medical background?”

	She hesitated, but finally nodded.

	“What is it?” asked Royce.

	She crossed her arms. “It was a while ago…in another life.”

	Royce raised a brow. “Are you a doctor?”

	She shook her head. “No.” She paused, studying her shoes. “I was a trauma nurse.”

	“Really?” asked Royce and Gus at the same time.

	“Yes. So don’t be too embarrassed. I have some experience cutting off men’s clothes. I’ve seen a lot worse. Believe me.”

	Royce pictured her removing his tattered shirt and pants from his body, and he warmed considerably. Based on the blush that colored her face, Royce knew that she was thinking the same thing.

	Gus cleared his throat. “Well, now that you’re better, I’ll be leaving.”

	Royce and Alice spoke. “Leaving?”

	Gus’s eyes lit up, and Royce knew exactly what he was thinking. “Yes. You don’t need me anymore, Starman. The crisis has passed.” He nodded toward the corner of the room. “I found your suitcase in the back of your car. You should have all you need.”

	“Are you saying I can go home?” asked Royce. His mind was racing. He knew he wasn’t strong enough yet to take care of himself.

	“I wouldn’t advise it, unless you’ve got someone to help you.”

	“Gus…” said Royce.

	“Yes?” asked Gus, standing.

	Alice spoke to Royce. “You can stay here,” she said, looking composed despite her initial shock at Gus’s impending departure.

	Royce was surprised. “Alice, I can’t ask you to do that.”

	“Why not? Like Gus said, the worst is passed. You just need to rest, eat, and build up your strength. I can help with that. Unless you’d be more comfortable at your place? I can help you over there too.”

	Royce thought about his expected visitors. The ones Gus had warned him about. It was the last thing he wanted. To be found weak and vulnerable, and possibly putting Alice at risk as well. He couldn’t do that to her.

	“Alice,” he said. “Do you mind if I have a word with Gus, please?”

	She stood unmoving, but then nodded. “I’ll step outside.”

	“Thank you,” said Royce, and he watched her leave and close the door behind her. “What are you doing?” he asked Gus the moment the door shut.

	“Just what I said. I’m going home.”

	“Gus. I can’t stay here.”

	“Why not?” Gus pointed at the door. “She’s pretty.”

	“Because…” Royce wasn’t sure what to say.

	Gus tilted his head. “Is it because of our conversation?”

	Royce’s vision momentarily blurred. He blinked, and Gus’s face came back into view. “Is she the one?”

	Gus narrowed his eyes. “One what?”

	Royce didn’t hold back a grunt. “The one who will break my heart?”

	“Her?” asked Gus, nodding to the door.

	Royce rolled his eyes. “No. Your mother. Of course her. You said I would meet a woman and she would break my heart.”

	Gus sat down in the chair. “I don’t know. I didn’t see what she looked like in my vision. It might be, but it might not be.”

	“Hell,” said Royce shutting his eyes. “You’re a lot of help.”

	“Does it matter?”

	Royce opened his eyes. “It would be nice to know.”

	Gus leaned down and put his elbows on his knees. “Listen, Starman. Maybe it is and maybe it isn’t. What I do know is that you’re not strong enough to be on your own. She’s offered to help. Taking you anywhere else will only strain your system more. Unless you want to go back to your place, and judging by your desire to avoid home right now, I’d guess that’s not an option. You have a warm bed, a place to shower, and a former trauma nurse who’s offered to help. I’d say you’re in good hands.”

	When Royce grimaced, he added. “Do I know if she’ll break your heart? No. Does that mean you should avoid her just in case she might? No. Keep in mind, I did say I saw you with a broken heart, but I didn’t say when. Could be years from now.” Royce wiped a trickle of sweat from his neck. “Who knows?” Gus continued. “Maybe my vision was wrong. I may have just had too much peyote.”

	Royce furrowed his brow. “You said you saw trouble in my future. You said I’d meet a woman. And not twenty-four hours later, every one of those things have happened.” He rubbed at his temples as a headache began to blossom. “Have you ever been wrong?”

	Gus stood from his seat. “There’s a first time for everything.”

	“You could stay here.”

	Gus smiled. “No. This house is small. I need to sleep. In my own bed. She’ll take care of you. Besides…” He turned to leave.

	“Besides what?” asked Royce.

	Gus put his hand on the doorknob. “You can’t escape destiny, Royce.” He stood quietly as if reflecting on the events of the past seventy-two hours. “You tried it, my friend, and it failed. My suggestion is not to try it again. The ancestors don’t like it.”

	Royce groaned under his breath. “You can tell the ancestors they made their point.”

	Gus chuckled. “They already know.” He opened the door. “I’ll call tomorrow to check on you.” He stepped out of the room, and Royce heard him speak to Alice. “He’s all yours.”

	 

	**

	 

	Royce sat at the small dining table. After Gus had left, Royce had summoned the energy to sit up and eventually stand. Alice had run the shower for him and he’d managed to clean himself up before his energy completely evaporated. He’d put on a pair of pajama pants and collapsed back into bed, where he’d slept for the rest of the day. Finally waking, he’d sat up, thrown on a t-shirt, and walked on shaky legs into the front of the house. The light outside was waning, but a lamp lighted the room. He saw a small kitchen, dining table, and a set of stairs leading to a small loft area above. There was a sofa and TV in the living area, but no Alice.

	They’d said little to each other after Gus left. She’d been almost professional with him as she’d prepared his shower, asking only if he’d needed anything. After falling back into bed, he’d smelled the clean scent of the sheets and realized that she’d changed them. Now, feeling a little light headed, he sat at the table and listened to his stomach rumble. He could smell something delicious. He hadn’t had solid food in days, and his hunger had returned with a vengeance. If he’d had the strength, he would have walked into the kitchen to investigate, but he didn’t trust his balance.

	Footsteps caught his attention, and he heard a back door open. Alice appeared in the kitchen holding what looked like green leaves in her hand. She stopped when she saw Royce.

	“You’re up,” she said.

	Royce noted that she had changed but wore yet another shapeless dress. Apparently, that was the extent of her wardrobe. Her thick blonde braid hung down her back, and he envisioned it undone and her hair spilling over her shoulders. “Yes,” he said. “Thought it might be a good idea to move around a bit.” He looked at the greenery in her hand. “You like leaves?”

	She glanced down. “It’s mint. Thought I’d make some iced tea. You like tea?”

	The thought of an ice cold sweet tea almost made Royce pant. “That sounds like heaven right about now.”

	She smiled, and her eyes sparkled. “It’ll just take a minute.” She walked toward the sink and began to rinse the leaves. “You hungry?”

	“Starving.”

	“I bet you are.” She shook out the rinsed mint and put it on a paper towel. “I’m not much of a cook, but I made some spaghetti sauce. I just need to boil the noodles. You like spaghetti?”

	Royce almost snorted. “Alice, at this point, I’d eat those leaves. And if you served me boiled rat, I probably wouldn’t turn it down.”

	She laughed, and Royce found himself wishing he could take her hair out of that braid. He cleared his throat and made himself think of something else. “How long you been out here?” He looked around the cabin. “You rent this place from Mr. McDermott?”

	At the question, he noticed her immediate stillness. It passed quickly though. “Not long,” she said. She pulled out a pot and began to prepare the pasta. Royce could feel her nervousness and knew she was trying to hide it. “I just needed a place to stay for a little while.” She filled the pot with water. “I saw an ad for a cabin rental. It seemed like the perfect place.”

	Royce tried to tune into her. He didn’t want to invade her privacy, but he was curious. He knew she was telling him only what she had to. “You out here by yourself?”

	She set the water-filled pot on the stove and turned up the heat. “Yes. Just me.” She pulled out a smaller pot and began to fill it with water.

	“How long you plan on staying?”

	She lifted the lid off another pot on the stove and stirred what he presumed was the spaghetti sauce. “Not sure.”

	He wondered how far to push it. “You married?”

	The lid fell out of her hand and clattered onto the counter, and she jumped at the noise. “Sorry.” She wiped her fingers on her dress and picked up the cover. “It slipped out of my hand.” She continued to stir but did not answer his question.

	“I apologize. I didn’t mean to pry.” He felt disappointment when he realized that the answer to his question was probably yes. She was married. He thought about what Gus had told him. Was Alice the woman who would break his heart? Watching her move through the kitchen, he felt his skin warm. He couldn’t recall being this attracted to a woman so quickly.

	She covered the pot again and rubbed her shoulders. “No. I’m sorry.” There was a bag of pasta on the counter, and she opened it. “I’m just not used to talking about myself.”

	He noted her shape as she pulled plates from a cabinet. Her dress in many ways almost made her more appealing. He wanted to know what was beneath it. “I get it. I’m not too forthcoming either.”

	She walked over and put a dish in front of him. “Are you married?”

	Shaking his head, he answered. “No.”

	“Ever been close?”

	Still shaking his head, he said, “No.”

	Her lips pursed. “Really?”

	“Does that surprise you?”

	“Yes, actually. It does.” She walked back into the kitchen, threw the leaves into the smaller pot, and added some teabags.

	“Why?”

	She glanced over at him. “Have you looked in the mirror? You’re not hard to look at.”

	Her honesty surprised him and must have surprised her too, because she blushed. “I’m not?” He liked that she found him attractive.

	Her eyebrows lifted. “Men like you rarely go very long without a woman on their arm.”

	He wondered about that. “I’m not like most men.”

	Their shared gaze held. Breaking the look, she searched the kitchen and found a colander. “Dinner will be ready soon.”

	His body tingling; he shifted in his seat. He tried to think of something else to say. “Do you have any kids?” Realizing too late that he was prying, he added, “Sorry. I’m asking too many questions.”

	She stirred the sauce and smiled. “No. It’s fine. No. No kids. You?”

	“No.”

	“You want them?”

	That question surprised him. Now she was being direct. “Maybe one day.”

	“Me too,” she replied.

	He continued to watch as she prepared the meal. “Sorry. I’d offer to help, but I don’t trust my legs right now.”

	She lowered the heat on the stove. “It’s fine. You need to rest. I’m okay.” She glanced at him. “You feeling better?”

	He nodded. “Yes. Thanks. Glad to be out of that bed.”

	“I bet.”

	They kept the conversation light as the water boiled, she finished the spaghetti and brought everything to the table. When she placed an ice-filled glass of tea in front of him, he drank most of it in one swallow. It was delicious. She refilled his glass and gave him a full plate of pasta and meat sauce, which he tried not to inhale. As his hunger dissipated and his stomach filled, he found himself relaxing. He sat back in his seat and studied her from across the table. “Why are you helping me?”

	She stopped mid-bite. She swallowed her food and wiped her mouth with her napkin. “What do you mean?”

	“You don’t know me. I’m a neighbor who got himself into trouble who you found rambling and injured in the woods. You take a stranger into your house and proceed to care for him, wipe him down, take him to the bathroom, let him sleep in your bed, and feed him.” He put his fork down. “Why? You should have called the cops.”

	She held her napkin. After a second passed, she put the napkin in her lap and took a sip of her drink. “You needed help.”

	“I know that. Doesn’t mean you needed to do all that you did.” She avoided his gaze. “Why?” he asked again.

	She finally looked at him and shrugged. “I don’t know. Guess I have a little Florence Nightingale in me.”

	She was trying hard not to answer but he wouldn’t let her off the hook. “Why aren’t you still a trauma nurse?”

	She picked up her iced tea and took a sip. When she put it down, she ran her fingers down the side of the glass. “It wasn’t working out for me. It’s a hard job. Long hours. Evenings and weekends. Holidays.”

	He spoke before he thought. “Bullshit,” he said. She eyed him from across the table. “It’s one thing if you don’t want to tell me, but don’t lie to me.” She sat back and studied her plate. “You have a gift for caring for people. That’s obvious.”

	She spoke quietly. “I loved being a nurse.”

	He felt her defenses weaken, and her posture eased. He didn’t know why he was so curious. If he were smart, he’d finish his meal, go back to bed, and hopefully be strong enough to go home the next day. Then she’d go her way, and he’d go his. He had other pressing matters to deal with anyway. But something compelled him to keep talking. For some reason, he wanted to know all about her. “So why’d you leave?” he asked.

	She picked at her napkin. “I…”

	He didn’t interrupt, knowing that if he stayed quiet, she’d continue.

	“I couldn’t stay.”

	“Why not?”

	She shifted nervously. “I was stupid.”

	“Stupid how?”

	She glanced up at him, but then away. “I married the wrong man.”

	Not expecting to hear that, he felt the momentary regret that she was with someone else. “What does that have to do with you giving up nursing?”

	She sighed deeply. “Because I left him.”

	Royce didn’t know how to feel about that. “Sorry to hear it.”

	She quirked an eyebrow. “No, you’re not.” It was her turn to be bold. “You’re not the only one who can sense bullshit.”

	He didn’t argue with her. “What happened?”

	She sat up, as if finally choosing to no longer feel afraid. “He was mean to me.”

	Royce stilled in his chair. “He was what?”

	Her eyes glittered with either anger or sadness. Royce couldn’t tell which. “He was mean. He hit me.”

	Royce made a visible effort not to react. “He hit you?” He picked up his iced tea glass and gripped it. He couldn’t imagine anyone raising a hand to Alice.

	“Yes.” She pushed her plate back.

	Royce sat in shocked silence. “How long were you with him?”

	She stared off. “Four years.”

	He leaned forward. “He hit you for four years?”

	“No, he didn’t.” She picked at a mark on the table. “At first, everything was wonderful. We were happy, young and in love. We married quickly, wanted to start a family, begin our lives together. But then…”

	“Then what?”

	She sighed and interlaced her hands. “We couldn’t get pregnant. After months of trying, it turns out I can’t have children. At least not the old fashioned way.”

	Royce didn’t react. “I’m sorry.”

	“I was devastated of course, but we talked about adoption. He seemed happy, but then he lost his job. Was laid off.” She paused. Royce said nothing and waited. “He couldn’t find work. After a while, he would go out, but come home later and later. He was drinking and, I later learned, gambling.” She went quiet, and Royce felt a jumble of emotions exude from her. “I tried to talk about it, but something had changed. He’d suddenly become so angry. It was then that I realized that he blamed me.”

	“Blamed you for what?”

	“For everything. No family, no job, no money. Things went downhill very fast. After seeing that side of him, I quickly gave thanks.”

	“Thanks? For what?”

	She picked up her glass, but didn’t drink from it. “For not having children with him. It was a blessing in disguise.”

	Royce nodded. “And that’s when he became violent?”

	She shifted uncomfortably. “Yes. When I told him I was leaving him, he…” She held her tea. “Well, he didn’t approve.” The tea in her glass quivered and Royce noticed that her fingers shook. “I tried to leave several times. Finally, I went to a shelter for women, but he found me.”

	“Did you call the police?”

	She laughed and Royce shivered with the coldness in her tone. “A lot of good that did. I got a restraining order. Didn’t help.”

	Royce was angry, but tried not to show it. “So that’s why you’re here?”

	She leaned forward, put her elbows on the table, and looked directly at him. “I left my job about a year ago. He would come looking for me there. Caused too many problems. After the shelter didn’t work, I packed my bags and left. Snuck out really. I sold my red convertible, which I loved, and bought an older, brown sedan. Something that wouldn’t attract attention. I’ve been on the move ever since. Don’t stay in one place too long. I paid someone for fake IDs. Opened a bank account under a different name. Got rid of my credit cards. My own family doesn’t know where I am.”

	Royce stared, dumbstruck. His mind could not grasp how this beautiful woman across from him was on the run from her own husband. “I…” His mind went blank. “I don’t know what to say.”

	She nodded. “I know.”

	He shifted in his seat. “Is that why you didn’t call the cops when you found me?”

	Her face dropped. “Partly, maybe, yes.” She looked away. “But if I’d believed your life was in jeopardy, I would have called. But mainly it was because of you.”

	“Me?”

	“Yes.” Her eyes softened. “You were pleading. Asking me not to call. You sounded so desperate. So afraid. It…” She met his gaze again. “I guess it reminded me of me. If I’d been in the same situation, I would have been in trouble if I’d gone to the hospital. Something about you made me think of me. So, I honored your request.”

	Was it true that they were in similar situations, but for different reasons? “How long do you plan to keep running?”

	Her face fell and it was the first time he saw her become emotional. “I don’t know. As long as it takes, I guess.” She crossed her arms and hugged herself.

	Royce felt her mood shift into fear, and he hated it. “What’s his name?”

	She lifted her head and her eyes widened. “No.”

	“No, what?”

	She stood. “This isn’t the part where you swoop in with some misguided attempt to help me. You don’t owe me anything.” She picked up her plate and brought it to the sink.

	“I just asked you his name.”

	She stopped and focused a hard glare at the sink. “You don’t need to know.”

	“Alice, believe me, I’m in no shape to play Lone Ranger.”

	“It doesn’t matter. I have to go anyway.” She picked up the pot that had boiled the pasta and dumped the water into the sink. It sprayed up on her.

	Royce sat forward. “You’re leaving?”

	She scrubbed the pot. “Yes. I’ve been here for too long. I can’t stay.”

	He stood slowly. The food had helped improve his strength, and he was relieved when he felt no shakiness. He picked up his plate and silverware and brought them to the sink. “Alice…”

	She continued to wash the plates even though she had a dishwasher. She didn’t acknowledge him.

	“Alice,” he said more forcefully.

	“What?” She wiped at a strand of hair that had fallen from her braid.

	He leaned against the counter. “What’s his name?”

	The faucet ran, and she held the colander in her hand. “You’re not going to do anything stupid, are you?”

	There were soap suds on her cheek, and he resisted the urge to reach over and wipe them off. “I promise.”

	She sighed and stared, as if debating whether to answer. “Fine.” She opened her mouth to speak, but she said nothing. He waited but then she shook her head. “No. I’m not telling you.”

	“Alice…”

	She pointed a scrub brush at him. “I don’t want you involved. The last thing I need is you rushing in to save me, or worse, calling the sheriff. No. I have enough man problems. I don’t need more. I can take care of myself.”

	Royce started to say something, but his vision briefly spun and he gripped at the counter. She dropped the brush and bolstered him when his legs buckled. He leaned forward and took a deep breath. 

	“Easy,” she said. “Tighten the muscles in your legs. It will force the blood up.”

	He did what she said, and the dizzy spell eased. He slowly straightened but she continued to hold onto him. Even though she was petite, she was stronger than she looked. He couldn’t help but feel another tingle move through him at her touch. “Sorry,” he said. He was surprised at how quickly his fatigue had returned.

	“Can you make it back to the bed?” she asked.

	He nodded. “Yes. I think so.” He pushed off from the counter, and she let go of him.

	“Go lay down. I’ll bring you some more tea if you want it.”

	He hated leaving the conversation. He wanted to know who her idiot husband was, but he could also tell she had closed up and didn’t want to say anymore. He started to walk away, but stopped. He had to ask her one more question. “You’ll still be here, won’t you?”

	She wiped the suds off her cheek. “What do you mean?”

	He debated being honest. “When I wake up. You’ll still be here?”

	Her gaze held his, and for a brief moment he considered ignoring all his fears, pulling her close, and kissing her until all thoughts of her husband were forgotten. But then the haze cleared and he didn’t move.

	She nodded. “Yes. Don’t worry.” She reached out and took his fingers and held them in her own. Chills ran up his arm, and he felt regret when she let him go.  “I’ll still be here.” She nodded toward the bedroom. “Go get some rest.”

	 


Chapter Ten

	 

	 

	SARNA STOOD BEHIND Jasper and swatted at a bug that kept buzzing by her head. A cold breeze blew, and she shivered. “We can’t stay any longer. We’re almost out of supplies.”

	Jasper rose from his squat and stretched. “We can’t leave until we’ve spoken to him.”

	Sarna wrapped her blanket tighter around her. A leaf fell in her hair. She sighed heavily and brushed it away. “In case you haven’t realized, he’s not home. He’s gone. We don’t know where he is.”

	Jasper turned and walked past her and returned to the tent. “His car is here. He’ll be back.”

	Sarna stomped toward him. “You idiot. We don’t know when he’ll be back. It could be days. We’ve run out of money; we’re staying outside; it’s freezing out here; and all we’ve got for food is trail mix.”

	“It’s not that cold.”

	She couldn’t believe her ears. “Damn it Jasper. It’s over. We’ve lost our shot. Maybe he got wind of us and somehow knew we were coming. I don’t know. But we can’t continue like this.”

	“We’ve got plenty of water, and the trail mix will last us a little longer.”

	Sarna tried to rein in her anger. She knew it was only making Jasper dig in his heels. He sat down on a log, and she joined him. “Listen, Jasper.” She kept her voice calm and soft. “I know this is disappointing. We have a lot at stake here. But it was a long shot at best.”

	Jasper whipped his head toward her. “A lot at stake? You know what awaits us when we return? Without him…”

	“You don’t know what will happen when we return. For all you know things may be better.”

	“Come on. You know that’s not going to happen. We were lucky to get out of there in the first place.”

	“And you don’t know if we’d succeeded that it would have made things better.”

	“They can’t be much worse.”

	“Yes, they can.” She looked around at their crude shelter and the trees around them. “We could stay out here another night.”

	Jasper picked up a stick and poked at the ground. “We can’t afford to stay anywhere, and we can’t stay at his place without risk of discovery. That’s the whole point of having the tent.”

	Her calm evaporated, and she stood. “We were already in his home. We should have just stayed there. We are not campers. You and I know nothing about surviving on this planet.”

	He grimaced at her. “We know plenty about survival.”

	“That’s not what I mean.” She walked back to their surveillance spot and pulled back the branches. Royce’s quiet house could be seen in the distance. “What are we going to do? Keep watching? For how much longer?” She let go of the tree and raised her hand. “What do we know about living like this?”

	Jasper stood. “I’m not asking you to live like this. I’m asking for a few more days.” He threw out his hands. “How hard can it be?”

	She stared in disbelief when he ducked into the tent and left her standing there. The wind blew her hair and chill bumps popped out over her skin. Anger and disbelief coursed through her, and she took a step forward, ready to scream, but then stopped. She cocked her head as she considered her options. Kill Jasper and return to the ship? But another choice came to mind. Without thinking, she threw off her blanket and headed into the trees. She didn’t look back. She pushed through some dense foliage and then saw her destination clearly. The house. After a few seconds, she heard Jasper’s yell from behind her.

	“Where are you going?”

	She kept walking. Before long, she could hear his footsteps as he jogged up behind her. “Sarna, answer me.”

	“You want to wait?” She finally said. “Fine. Let’s wait.” She kept moving.

	He tried to keep up. “Wait where?”

	She pointed. “There’s a perfectly good empty house right in front of us. I’m waiting there.”

	He grabbed at her elbow, but she yanked out of his grasp. “No. We can’t stay there. We risk discovery.”

	She threw up her hands. “Discovery by whom? We’ve been watching this house. No one has been here. You want to wait? Well, I’m not staying another second unless I’m warm and fed. I’m sure he has some food.”

	Jasper raced to keep up with her. “We can’t eat his food.”

	“Why not?”

	He didn’t answer, and she figured he didn’t know why not. She kept walking and neared the house.

	“Please,” said Jasper in a last attempt to stop her.

	She whirled on him. “I’ll give you forty-eight hours. If he’s not here by then, we leave. Until then, I am not sleeping in that tent again. So you have a choice.” She crossed her arms in front of her.

	“What if someone stops by or sees us? How do we explain ourselves?”

	She shook her head. “How hard can it be? Think. You’re a long-lost relative. I’m a friend. We’re traveling salesmen. We had car trouble and we needed a place to stay. We’re homeless people. I don’t care. Pick something.” She turned and continued toward the house. She walked up to the entry, opened it, and walked in, slamming the door shut behind her.

	Standing in the quiet house, she rubbed her arms, glad to be out of the cold. A few seconds passed, and she turned and poked her head outside. Jasper still stood in the driveway, his expression as cold as the tent.

	“You coming?” she asked.

	Jasper stared back in resignation. “I really hate you sometimes,” he said under his breath. Shaking his head, he turned back toward the tent. “I’ll get our stuff.”

	Smiling, she closed the door.

	 

	**

	 

	Royce awoke with a start. Blinking and breathing hard, he looked around the room, trying to remember where he was. He saw the lamp and nightstand and then he remembered. Alice. He was staying in McDermott’s cabin with Alice. Sweat trickled down his chest, and he sat up in bed. He’d been dreaming again. The bear had returned, but he couldn’t remember much else. His foggy mind tried to retrace the hazy images, but they faded too quickly. All he retained was the fear, which was slowly dissipating. Royce kicked off the covers. He wore only his pajama pants. The t-shirt he’d worn earlier was thrown over the chair in the room, but he was too hot to put it on. His throat was dry. He stood on shaky legs and was pleased when he felt no dizziness. He felt stronger and was confident he would be able to return home later that morning. He might still be a little weak, but he was certainly capable enough to care for himself.

	He took slow steps out of the room. He didn’t want to wake Alice. He figured she was sleeping in the small loft area and a small surge of guilt ate at him that he had taken her bed. He felt relief that he was well enough now that he could give it back to her, but then realized she would not need it. She would also be gone by the end of the day.

	He bit back a frustrated sigh and walked into the kitchen. His mind raced. There had to be a way to help her. But how? He had his own issues to deal with. He couldn’t stay. But he didn’t want her to leave. He opened a cabinet and found a glass. Considering his options, he flicked on the faucet and filled his cup.

	“Can’t sleep?”

	Startled, he jumped. The glass slipped and fell from his hand. Instinctively, he reached for it, but it hit the hard surface and broke into shards, one of which sliced his finger. The blood welled up from his skin, and he winced. The cut wasn’t deep, but it stung. He cursed and held it under the running water.

	“Here, let me see.” Alice came over from her seat on the couch. She wore another shapeless dress, but this time he saw that it was a nightgown. It was sleeveless, and Royce noticed the contours of her shoulders. Despite his injury, he found himself imagining how smooth they would be to touch.

	She took his hand. “You scared me,” he said, his heart thumping.

	He thought he heard her laugh. “Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to.” Turning his palm, she examined the cut.

	“It’s fine,” he said trying to pull away. “It’s not deep.”

	She grabbed a paper towel, wrapped it around his finger, and applied pressure. “I don’t think you need stitches.”

	Royce almost laughed himself. “Stitches? No. I’ve had worse cuts from my ax.”

	Her eyes widened. “Ax?” She took a step back, but still held his finger. “What do you need an ax for? Something I should know?”

	He froze a flat stare on his face. “Yes.” He paused as she stared at him. “There is. I hate to tell you this, but…I…chop…firewood.”

	Her shoulders dropped, and he couldn’t help but smile. “Feel better?”

	“I suppose,” she said. “Any other serious weapons you use that I should know about?”

	“Just my charming personality.”

	She giggled, and his insides flipped. It was the first time he’d heard and seen her happy. She took off the paper towel and studied his finger. “I think a Band-Aid is all you need. I’ll get one.” She let go and leaned down to open the cabinet beneath the sink.

	“What are you doing up?” he asked. He searched the kitchen and found a clock. “It’s four a.m.”

	She straightened, and he saw that she held a small box. She opened it and pulled out a bandage. “I couldn’t sleep.”

	He didn’t say anything as he let her treat his finger. It was then that he noticed that her hair was out of the braid. Long thick blonde tresses fell over her shoulders and without thinking, he reached over and took hold of a lock. It curled around his finger.

	She stilled immediately. “What are you doing?”

	He dropped his hand. “Sorry. Your hair…”

	She ran her hand through it, and he could sense that she was self-conscious about his appraisal. “What about it?”

	“It’s out of the braid.”

	She put the box down and pushed her hair back. “Yes. It is. So?”

	“It’s beautiful. You should leave it down more often.”

	She swallowed. “Yeah, well, male attention is not what I need right now.” She shut off the sink and began to pick up the shards of glass.

	“Hey…” he said softly.

	Finding a trashcan, she dumped the shards into it. She returned to the sink and flipped it back on to remove any remaining slivers of glass.

	“Hey,” he said again.

	She flipped off the faucet and looked at him. The room was dimly lit and her face seemed luminescent in the light. “Hey, what?” she said.

	He wasn’t sure what he wanted to say until he opened his mouth and said it. “Don’t leave.”

	She took a step back. “Royce…”

	“Running away doesn’t solve anything. You have to figure this out.”

	Her jaw dropped. “Figure it out? Figure what out? I’ve got a crazy person following me who will likely kill me when he finds me, and he will find me. Just what exactly am I supposed to figure out?”

	Royce had to admit, his suggestion didn’t make sense, but he couldn’t give up and just let her walk away.

	“There’s always a way out.”

	“Oh. I see. You want to be my savior, is that it? I helped you so you have to help me. Right? Like I said, you don’t owe me anything.”

	“Listen…”

	“No. I won’t. I have to leave. As soon you’re well, I’m gone.”

	She started to back away, but Royce took her by the arm. “Alice…” She pulled back, but he held on. “Alice wait…”

	“No.” She flailed, but he wouldn’t let go. He couldn’t let her disappear and never see her again, knowing that her crazy husband was after her.

	“Alice.” His voice boomed and she froze, and then he realized what he’d done. He’d scared her. He instantly let her go, and she backed away. He held out his hand. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

	She was breathing hard, but she stood in place. After a few seconds, she collected herself. A strand of hair fell in her face, and she pushed it away. “Royce…I know what you want.”

	He stilled at her words, but didn’t answer.

	She paused, but finally spoke softly. “I want it too.”

	His whole body reacted. It took everything he had not to move toward her.

	She shook her head. “But that can’t happen. Whatever it is between us has to die here. I can’t start anything with you. I can’t involve you in my problems. You and I…we’re just bad timing.” She stood resolute, and he didn’t say a word. “I’m sorry,” she said. “If things were different, then maybe we…”

	Tears sprang into her eyes, and she set her jaw. He wanted to say something, but his mind went blank. All he could think about was taking her in his arms. After a few seconds passed, she spoke quietly. “I think you’re strong enough now to go home. I’m going to go pack.”

	They stood staring at one another, and when he didn’t speak, she finally moved. When she took a step toward the stairs, he broke out of his trance. It wasn’t words they needed. It was something else.

	Acting before he could stop himself, he reached out and slipped a hand around her waist and pulled her against him. Her curved body pressed against his, and he stifled a groan.

	She barely had the chance to say his name in protest when he slid his free hand into her hair and brought his lips down and covered hers with his own. There was a brief stillness in her, but when she didn’t pull away, he slanted his mouth over hers and kissed her, pulling her hard against him.

	He heard her intake of breath and before he knew what was happening, she responded. Returning the kiss, she opened her mouth and delicately probed with her tongue. She trailed her hands up his shoulders and wrapped her arms around him. Her reaction made all his doubts vanish. His tongue met hers, he lowered his hand from her waist, cupped her buttocks, and pushed her hips against him. They kissed deeply, letting their mouths express all the pent up raw emotion they felt. She pressed her body into him, and her breathing picked up its pace. Feeling more energy than he had in days, he lifted her off her feet and carried her to the dining table. Her hands trailed down his back as he continued to stroke her tongue with his own. He laid her down on the table as she pulled at her nightgown. Her legs came up and wrapped around his waist. Dragging his lips away from hers, he slid them down her cheek, and kissed and nuzzled her neck, letting his tongue and teeth flick against her warm skin. Breathing hard, her head fell back and her hands gripped his shoulders. Her nails dug into his skin. While kissing the sensitive skin just below her ear, he dropped his hands down to her hips and ran his fingers over the fabric of her soft nightgown, feeling her curves. As their hands explored, he brought his lips back to hers and captured them again, letting his mouth express his voracious need for her. Her reaction conveyed her equal desire for him. Moaning, she rocked against him.

	She caressed his bare chest and back, and he slid a hand up her waist and torso and squeezed her breast. She arched against him. Their desire rapidly escalating, he reached low and found the edge of her gown and pulled it up. His fingers wound their way underneath, and he lifted the fabric higher and stroked her thighs. Trying to catch her breath, she groaned. 

	“Royce…” she said, but he barely heard her. He let his hands stroke higher and discovered she wore no underwear. The silkiness of her skin and the way she trembled at his touch him made him feel like was on a speeding freight train. His whole body was ablaze but no longer from fever. All he wanted was to feel like this forever. Feeling her hands slide down his abdomen and then move lower, he sucked in a raspy breath when he felt her slide down his pajama pants and she pulled him closer with her legs, urging him forward. Breathing fast and anxious for release, Royce gave her exactly what they needed and desperately desired—a much needed respite from the fear of the unknown.

	 

	**

	 

	Hours later, as soft sunlight filtered through the windows, Alice snuggled into Royce’s shoulder. They were in bed and had not slept since their encounter in the kitchen, preferring to enjoy each other’s bodies instead.

	Royce stroked her shoulder. They had spoken little, but now as the day began, he couldn’t help but think of their current situation. He voiced his worries. “You’re still planning to leave, aren’t you?”

	He couldn’t see her face, but he heard her sigh. “Can we talk about something else?” Her fingers grazed his skin.

	“What else do you want to talk about?”

	“Let’s talk about you.” She played with the hair on his chest. “Why don’t you want to go back?”

	He wasn’t sure how to answer. She wasn’t the only one with secrets. “I’m expecting someone…”

	She shifted her head to look at him. “Who?”

	He stared at the ceiling. “Someone I’d rather not meet.”

	“Why not?”

	Her question was not surprising. “Because I think it’s someone who doesn’t have my best interests at heart, or my family’s.”

	“Your family?”

	“Yes.”

	“You said you weren’t married.”

	He smiled at her. “I’m not. It’s my mom and sisters. Sisters, mostly.”

	“Sisters?”

	He nodded. “Yes. Gillian and Eve.”

	She rested her jaw on his chest. “Why would anyone want to hurt you and your family?”

	He sighed and wondered how much to reveal. “My sisters and I, well, we can attract the wrong attention.”

	Her fingers traced his ribs. “Why?” she asked. “Did you annoy the wrong person with that charming personality of yours?”

	He couldn’t help but chuckle. “Something like that.”

	“Where are your sisters? Do they know you’re in trouble?”

	He tensed at her question. Was he in trouble? Were they in danger? All of his actions had been based solely on Gus’s vision. Had he been wrong to react so quickly? In his heart, he knew the answer was no. Gus had told him a woman would appear in his life, and here he was, lying in bed with Alice. He was vulnerable right now, and he knew it. Gus had said there would be trouble. Was he putting Gillian and Eve at risk because he couldn’t leave the arms of a beautiful lady? The thought made him quiver with unease. What was he doing?

	“You okay?” Her question brought him back to the present. “Where’d you go?”

	He studied her blue eyes and fought the urge to lean down and kiss her. If he did, then he knew he’d spend the rest of the day in her arms, trouble or no trouble. He reached to touch a locket that hung from her neck and rested between her breasts. It was the only thing she wore. It was silver and square-shaped and had two intersecting hearts etched on its surface.

	“This is pretty,” he said. He felt the cool surface warmed only from her skin. “You always wear it?”

	She touched it too. “Yes,” she said. “It was a gift from my father. It’s precious to me. I wear it all the time.”

	Royce thought of the black polished rock that sat on the nightstand beside the bed. It was the gift his father had given him. Apparently, Alice had found it in his pocket when she’d cut his clothes off. “Really?”

	“Yes. He gave it to me when I left home.” She held the locket when Royce let it go.

	“Where’s your dad now?”

	She was quiet for a moment. “He died. Heart attack.”

	He felt the emotion swell in her. “I’m sorry.”

	She let go of the locket and returned her hand to his chest. “It’s okay. At least I had several years with him. A lot of people don’t get that.”

	Royce thought of his own father. “Yeah.”

	She was quiet and snuggled into him. “You sound like someone who knows what I’m talking about.”

	“Maybe,” he said.

	“Your dad still alive?”

	“Yes, he is. But I…we…rarely saw him growing up.”

	“He and your mom were together?”

	“Yes. Still are in fact.”

	“They are? Then why don’t you see him?”

	Royce considered how to answer. “His job. He travels.”

	“Even now?” She caressed his sternum.

	He thought about his dad and wondered where he was. “I haven’t seen him in three years.”

	“Three years? Where is he?”

	He stroked her cheek. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

	“When’s he coming back?”

	He smiled, but with sadness. “I don’t know.”

	Reaching up, she cupped his cheek and rubbed her thumb along his skin. “Do you want to talk about this?”

	He shook his head. “Not really, no.”

	She made an impish smile. “Then what would you like to talk about?”

	Her eyes sparkled, and he felt his body flare with heat. He kicked at the covers and they dropped off the bed. He let his eyes rove over her naked body. He loved that she didn’t act self-conscious. “How about we do something else?”

	She rewarded him when she raised her torso, slid a leg over him, and then sat astride him. She ran her hands over his chest, and she moved her hips against him. “I’ve never been big on conversation,” she answered. She let her eyes travel over him as well.

	Throwing all thoughts of danger aside, Royce lifted his upper body, pulled her against him, and kissed her hard. She wrapped herself around him, matching his ardor, and before he could think about what could or should happen next, he found himself completely vanquished by her.

	 

	**

	 

	A noise woke him. The first thing he became aware of was the sound of crickets. The window was cracked open and the melodic whirring drifted into the room. Widening his eyes, he saw that it was dark and night had fallen. As his mind shook off his sleep, Royce remembered the previous day with Alice. They’d made love throughout the afternoon, pausing only for food and water to keep up their strength. He’d said nothing else to her about her husband, and she’d said nothing else about his visitors. Gus had called the cabin and Royce had informed him that he was better and in Alice’s capable hands. The Native American had chuckled, but Royce had told his friend nothing more. He’d wanted to keep his time with Alice to himself. The two of them were enjoying their secluded world, focusing only on each other. It was an experience neither had been able to enjoy before. And now that they had it, they reveled in it, soaking up as much pleasure as they could. They talked only about small things—the food they loved, the places they’d visited, where they’d grown up, their most embarrassing moments. And they’d made each other laugh. He remembered her giggle when he’d tickled her and his body had immediately responded, wanting her again. 

	He sat up in bed, and realizing she wasn’t beside him, he reached out energetically for her, expecting her to be in the kitchen or bathroom. When he felt nothing, he jumped out of the bed. He strode into the kitchen and called for her. Looking up into the loft, he saw nothing. Running back into the bedroom, he opened her closet. Her clothes were gone. It was then that it hit him. Alice had left. She was gone.

	Shocked, Royce walked slowly back into the front room. The quiet unnerved him, and her absence stunned him. He had not expected her to leave without saying goodbye. Feeling a heavy weight in his chest, he slunk down and sat on the first stair leading to the loft. Resting his head in his hands, Royce wondered what he could have done differently.

	He should have considered that she might do this. She would have expected him to argue and anticipated his reluctance to let her leave after their time together. 

	“Damn it,” Royce muttered. His chest ached, but not from his wound. Groaning and feeling miserable, he realized that Gus had been right. A woman had broken his heart.


Chapter Eleven

	 

	 

	SARNA STRODE THROUGH the kitchen. It was a mess. She’d attempted to cook a meal of beans and rice, but having no idea what she was doing, she’d quickly abandoned the attempt after almost burning the house down. She’d been appalled by the food choices in the home. There was frozen meat in the freezer, unborn eggs in the refrigerator, and cow’s milk that was beginning to sour. She had almost gagged at the smell. She and Jasper had finally settled on dry cereal and apples. It was the only thing she could find to eat that had not been derived from anything with legs. Looking around the kitchen, she peered at a clock on the wall. It they could just get through this day, then they could go home and leave this awful planet. And if she was lucky, maybe she could convince Jasper to leave sooner rather than later.

	She glanced at the wristband she wore. It was black and narrow with a thin band that widened into a small square box on the underside of her wrist. Clicking a small button on its side, the box slid open to reveal several small white pills. She took one out, closed the box, filled a glass with water, and swallowed it.

	Jasper emerged from the back bedroom, wearing a large blue robe. His hair was askew and his eyes were puffy. “What time is it?” he asked, yawning.

	Sarna put the glass in the sink along with the other piled dishes. “It’s early.” She took in his disheveled appearance. “You look terrible. Did you sleep?”

	He gave her an annoyed stare. “No. I kept hearing things, thinking he’d come home. I barely closed my eyes.”

	“Hmm,” she answered. She straightened the clean shirt she wore. She’d been up for an hour and had already had breakfast. She’d eaten the last apple. “I slept fine.”

	Jasper glared. “Of course you did.”

	She didn’t let his mood upset her. “Being in a warm bed instead of a cold tent does wonders for the body.”

	“Especially when you take the bigger bed and warmer room.”

	She shrugged. “I offered it to you.”

	Jasper walked passed her and into the kitchen. “I’d rather lack comfort than put up with your constant complaining.”

	She dropped her jaw. “Constant complaining?”

	He opened the refrigerator and pulled out the eggs and put them on the counter. “Yes. It’s been a highlight of this trip.”

	She noticed the eggs. “I didn’t want to sleep in that tent another night. It was cold.”

	“And it was uncomfortable. And you don’t like this place. And you don’t like the food. And the people, nor how I choose to do things.”

	“I don’t have a problem with how you do things.” She eyed him as he took three eggs out of the carton. “You’re not going to eat those, are you?”

	He groaned. “Yes, as a matter of fact, I am. I’m hungry. I need food.” He closed the carton and put it back in the fridge.

	“Eat some cereal.”

	“I don’t want cereal.”

	She walked to the pantry and opened it. “There’s got to be something in here you can eat.” Her eyes searched the shelves. “Here…” She reached for a jar and pulled it out. “You can eat this.” She put the jar on the counter.

	He looked at it. “That’s mustard.”

	“So?”

	“I am not eating mustard.”

	“Why not?”

	“Because I don’t want mustard. I want eggs.”

	“But those are living creatures.”

	“They are not. They are eggs. If you warm them up, they will not hatch.”

	She rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean.”

	“Yes,” he said with frustration. “Unfortunately I do.” He found an untouched pan and put it on the stove. “Now, how do I use this?”

	“Jasper, I’m serious.”

	Jasper erupted. He picked up the pan and slammed it on the counter, making Sarna jump. “Stop telling me what to do. If I want to have eggs, I will.” He fumbled with the knobs, successfully turning one on. A small blue flame flickered to life.

	Sarna watched him try to unsuccessfully crack an egg. The yolk spilled on the counter. “What is the matter with you?”

	He tried to crack a second egg, but he punched a hole in the surface and the egg white dripped into his hands. “What is the matter with me?” He wiped his hands on a nearby dishtowel, grabbed a third egg and threw it into the warming skillet. It cracked and broke. “I’ll tell you what the matter with me is.” He left the broken egg where it was. “We’re about to leave this planet after having completely failed in our mission. The one person we had to talk to, who might be able to help us, has vanished, and I’m stuck with a spoiled, difficult, and uncooperative partner.” He threw out his hands. “And now I have to go home and face my grim future which likely involves a cell of some sort. And the only thing I have to show for it is bug bites.”

	She started to speak, angry that he was blaming her for their troubles. He raised a finger at her though and she held back. “And don’t you say one word. You wanted to know what the matter was and I told you. Now please just give me one moment of peace and let me eat some damn food.”

	His face was set in stone, and she chose to not argue with him. When he realized that she wasn’t going to speak, he gave a relieved sigh and returned his attention to the broken egg. 

	Seeing Jasper’s mood, Sarna realized that now was not the time to talk to him about leaving early. She turned away but stopped and froze.  Standing in the front doorway, watching her and Jasper, was a man. She knew immediately who it was.

	 Recovering from his outburst, Jasper had completely missed the entrance of the person who’d been his sole object of attention for the last several days.

	Sarna barely spoke above a whisper. “Jasper.”

	Jasper slammed his hand on the counter’s surface. “What, Sarna?” He looked over, and she tipped her head toward the door. His face scrunched. “What is your problem?”

	“I believe I am her problem,” said the man. Jasper startled and almost knocked the skillet off the stove. His jaw dropped. 

	Sarna stood, eyes wide. Standing in the doorway, eyes glittering like blocks of ice, was Royce Fletcher. 

	 

	**

	 

	Royce stared at the intruders but caught sight of his reflection in a mirror hanging on his wall. His face was haggard, his hair was sticking up, and his eyes held a haunted look. He dropped his duffel bag to the floor and almost groaned at the exertion. 

	He had not slept since he’d woken and found Alice gone. He’d spent the early morning debating what to do next. Go look for her or deal with his own problems? Undecided, he’d called his sister, Eve. Last time he’d spoken to her, she’d returned to her small apartment in the city and was working as a lounge singer in a swanky uptown bar. She hadn’t been home though, and he’d left her a voicemail. He at least needed to ensure she was safe. He’d called Gillian next and discovered she was on vacation overseas with her fiancé. Because of the time difference, he’d woken her. He apologized and told her he would call later, but he felt better knowing she was out of the country and would be harder to find if anyone came looking for her.

	After finally summoning the strength to move off Alice’s couch, he’d made himself useful. Trying to stay busy, he’d washed and dried the sheets, cleaned the house, and gathered his things. As he was about to leave, he’d realized that his stone was lying on the nightstand. That’s when he’d seen the small envelope with his name written on it. He slid the rock into his pocket, opened the note and read it.

	 

	Royce,

	I’m sorry. I know that you will be upset that I left. I know you want to help, but you can’t. This is something I must handle, and I don’t want to get you involved.

	I wish things could be different for us. I hope you find the answers you seek and an end to your own troubles.

	Perhaps if we both figure it out, we can find our way back to each other one day.

	Thank you for our time together. You made me feel like the most beautiful woman in the world.

	 

	Alice

	 

	Royce crumpled the note in his hand. After taking the whole morning to pull himself together, Alice’s words only served to drag him back down into despair. Anger coursed through him. He was mad at the whole damn mess. Mad that he’d met her. Mad that he’d fallen for her. Mad that she’d left. And mad that he had to deal with whoever it was that was looking for him, instead of searching for Alice.

	He’d yanked up his overnight bag and thrown it over his shoulder, stomped out of the cabin, and slammed the door shut. Trying not to think about her, he trudged through the woods back to his home. His leg throbbed, his body ached, and his lack of sleep only added to his irritation. A dull pain in the back of his skull signaled the beginning of a headache. As he neared his house, the only thing on his mind was images of Alice, warm and willing in her bed, despite his attempts to do the opposite. 

	Walking out of the woods, he made no attempt to conceal his presence or worry about whether the rest of Gus’s vision would come to fruition. But when he reached the front entry, he stopped short. The door was closed but Royce knew someone was in his house. He sensed their presence the moment he hit the threshold and probably would have noticed it sooner if he hadn’t been so preoccupied. Standing there, he could have easily turned, gotten into his car, and driven away. But at that moment, the anger grew, and he found himself itching for a fight. If someone wanted to get to him, then so be it. If he went down, then he’d do plenty of his own damage before he succumbed. He opened the door and walked in.

	Standing in his foyer, he saw a man and a woman in his kitchen arguing. The woman had dark, almost black hair, a trim figure and pale skin, which went paler when she saw him. The man was tall, had honey-colored hair and a lean muscular build. Looking at him, Royce almost did a double-take. The stranger looked very much like his father. Royce shut down the chatter in his head. He’d learned that in situations like these, it was best to remain calm but prepare for the worst.

	“Either of you two want to tell me who you are and why the hell you’re in my house?” The two stared without saying a word. It was as if Royce had walked through the pearly gates after being sent to hell. Considering his mood, he felt like he was in hell. “I’ll try again,” he said, his voice gravelly. “Tell me who you are.”

	The woman spoke first. “Um.” She paused. “We’re here to see you.”

	“Really?” he answered. He crossed his arms. “Why?”

	The man spoke next. “We…we’ve…” He held Royce’s skillet in his hand.

	Royce sneered at him. “You mind putting that down?”

	The man knitted his brow, but then realizing what Royce meant, laid the pan down on the burner. Realizing the burner was hot, he turned it off.

	The woman stood rooted to her spot. “We need to talk to you.”

	“Ever consider picking up the phone?” asked Royce.

	The man, whose name was Jasper if Royce had heard right, answered. “Uh, well, that would be difficult.”

	Royce’s irritation pricked at him. “You don’t know how to dial a number?”

	The woman, who Jasper had called Sarna, perked up. “You don’t have to be rude.”

	Royce almost laughed. “Rude?” He took a few steps into the room. Sarna startled but didn’t move away. “I come back to my house to find two strangers in my kitchen.” He eyed the mess in the house.  “The plates are dirty, my bed is slept in, and you…” He stared at Jasper. “…are wearing my robe.” Jasper peered down at himself. Royce stepped closer to Sarna. “And I’m rude?” He worked to control his voice.

	Sarna looked up with a flat stare. “You’re a hard man to find.”

	Royce held her gaze. His voice was clipped, but steady. “Maybe because I don’t want to be found.”

	She didn’t back down. “Looks like you failed.”

	“Sarna,” said Jasper.

	The urge to grab the woman by the hair and drag her out of the house occurred to Royce, but he stifled it. It had become obvious that these two did not pose the danger he had anticipated. He didn’t know what they wanted, but he didn’t sense a serious threat. Regardless, he didn’t trust them, and he wanted them out of his home.

	The itch to pick a fight grew. “Failed?” he asked. He cocked up an eyebrow. ”I suspect you and your boyfriend’s failure will far surpass mine. Now get out.”

	Sarna’s eyes went from dark blue to violet. “We’re not leaving.”

	“The hell you’re not.”

	The room was silent until Jasper cleared his throat. “Royce, please listen.”

	Royce startled. “You know my name?”

	“Of course we know you’re name,” said Sarna, her own voice on edge. “You may be stupid, but we are not.”

	Her insult almost amused him. “I’m not convinced of that,” he said and was rewarded when Sarna set her jaw. He spoke to Jasper. “Since you seem to be the level-headed one, why don’t you try and tell me what you want before I take you and your girlfriend here and toss you both out.”

	“Level-headed?” Sarna sputtered and pointed at Jasper. “And I am not his girlfriend.”

	Royce couldn’t help himself. “Lucky man.” He realized then that if Sarna had been holding the pan, she would have clocked him with it.

	“I know this is a shock to you,” said Jasper.

	“A small one,” said Royce.

	“We don’t you mean you any harm.”

	“Speak for yourself,” answered Sarna.

	Jasper glowered at her. “Shut up, Sarna.”

	“Good idea, Sarna,” Royce added.

	Sarna’s face turned red. “This is a waste of time. This man is nothing like we thought. He’s thoughtless, ill-tempered, and obviously lacks common sense. Any hope that he might help was foolish on our part. He’s right. We should leave.”

	“At last, we agree,” replied Royce. He almost smiled when she fired another glare at him. Baiting her was improving his mood.

	“Wait,” said Jasper. “We’ve come all this way. We can’t leave. Not yet.”

	“Yes, we can,” said Sarna, walking toward the door.

	“No, you can’t,” said Royce. He raised a brow at Jasper whose eyes widened. “You’re still wearing my robe. And I’d like it back.” He held up a hand. “Let’s assume you’re wearing something beneath it.”

	Jasper’s face dropped, and Royce grunted. “Never mind,” answered Royce. “Robe’s all yours. So feel free to follow your lady friend’s advice.” He shot out a thumb. “There’s the door.”

	“My name is Sarna.”

	“Good for you,” said Royce.

	Jasper responded. “My name is Jasper.”

	“Great,” said Royce. “Now that we all know each other, get out.”

	Jasper didn’t move. “Jasper Fiss.”

	Royce frowned. “You don’t seem to understand. I don’t care.”

	Jasper continued. “Son of Carson Fiss.”

	“Give him my regards.”

	“Otherwise known as Carson Fletcher.”

	Royce froze. The name sent shockwaves through him. His mind raced as he considered the implications of Jasper’s revelation. He darted his eyes between Jasper and Sarna.

	“Your father,” said Jasper. “And mine.”

	 


Chapter Twelve

	 

	 

	ROYCE WASN”T SURE what to say. He stood like a block of wood from his firewood stack. He finally managed to speak. “What did you say?”

	Jasper stood just as still. “I’m your half-brother.”

	Royce narrowed his eyes. He considered calling Jasper a liar, but his resemblance to Royce’s dad stopped him. The man was telling the truth.

	The woman stayed quiet, and Royce was thankful. He needed a second to think.

	“What are you doing here?”

	Jasper’s shoulders relaxed. “I came to see you.”

	“Came from where?”

	“Eudora.”

	Royce knew the name. “Eudora?”

	“Yes. It’s where we’re from. Where our father is from.”

	“How?”

	“How what?”

	“How’d you get here?” Royce imagined space ships hovering in the sky.

	“By ship. How else would we get here?”

	Sarna chuckled.

	“Where’s your ship now?” Royce asked. A brief image of a craft sitting in his back yard appeared in his head, and he almost turned to look.

	“Hidden. Away from here. Don’t worry. It won’t be found.”

	Although Royce knew his father had traveled between planets, his dad had rarely spoken of it. His father preferred to keep his earthly home life separate from his origins.

	Royce regarded Sarna. “And who are you? Another member of the family?”

	She huffed. “No, I’m not. Thankfully.”

	“She came to help me,” said Jasper.

	“Help you what?” asked Royce. “Annoy me?”

	Sarna narrowed her eyes.

	“Not really,” said Jasper, “but she seems to be doing it anyway.”

	“She’s got a knack for it,” answered Royce.

	Sarna snapped back. “It’s easy to annoy people I find extremely unpleasant.”

	Royce ignored her and spoke to Jasper. “So now that you’ve made the introductions, what do you want?”

	Sarna answered. “Like I said. We want to talk to you.”

	“About what?”

	Jasper and Sarna didn’t answer. Royce eyed the skillet and heard his stomach grumble. It had been a long morning. Despite his desire to remove these people from his home, he had to admit, he was curious. “You plan on eating something?”

	“No, he wasn’t,” said Sarna.

	“Eggs,” answered Jasper. “Haven’t got the hang of it, though.”

	Royce’s stomach growled again. “You traveled from another planet to talk to me?”

	“We did,” said Jasper.

	“Anybody else with you?”

	“No. Just the two of us.”

	“Anyone else know you’re here?”

	Jasper shook his head. “No. We did this on our own. No one knows we’re here.”

	“Not even Dad?”

	Jasper shrugged. “He may have an inkling, but we didn’t discuss it. Better for him not to know.”

	“And after you talk to me, then what?”

	“We go home,” said Sarna. “The sooner, the better.”

	Royce frowned. “You want to talk to anyone else?”

	“Like who?” asked Jasper.

	Royce debated whether to answer.

	Sarna spoke first. “We didn’t come to speak to your sisters. Gillian and Eve are safe, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

	Royce was surprised that Sarna knew their names. He shot her a worried glance.

	“Yes,” she said. “We know about all of you.”

	Royce didn’t like that. “Who knows about all of us?”

	“Dad told me,” said Jasper. “I told Sarna. No one else knows.”

	Another name came to Royce’s mind. Along with an image of white waves slamming against a rickety pier. “What about Galen? He knew.”

	Sarna sucked in a breath and took a step forward. Jasper’s face went pale. “Galen?” he asked. “What do you know about Galen?”

	Royce set his jaw. “Just that he tried to kill me and my sisters.”

	Sarna gripped the kitchen counter. “When?”

	“About six months ago.”

	“What happened?” asked Jasper.

	“He almost succeeded. But we got to him first.”

	“You what?” asked Sarna.

	“Is he dead?” asked Jasper.

	“If burning alive counts as dead, then yes, he’s dead.”

	Sarna expelled the air she’d been holding. “Dolan said he was doing research.”

	“Now we know what kind,” said Jasper. “And why he’s been gone so long.”

	“I wouldn’t expect him any time soon,” said Royce.

	“This will be a problem,” said Jasper.

	“What problem?” asked Sarna. “The man was evil. He deserved what he got.”

	“We agree again,” said Royce.

	“That’s not the issue,” said Jasper. “He was a political nightmare, but if it’s discovered…”

	“Who’s going to discover anything?” asked Sarna. “The only people that know are the three of us.”

	“And Gillian and Eve,” added Royce.

	“And unless one of us says anything, then what’s the issue?” she asked.

	Jasper stayed quiet.

	“I don’t suppose one of you could enlighten me as to what this is all about?” asked Royce.

	Jasper seemed to debate his answer. He looked at Sarna as if to gain some confirmation and she nodded. He spoke to Royce. “We came to ask you to come back with us. To come to Eudora.”

	“You want me to what?”

	Sarna sighed. “He wants you to return with us, to our planet.”

	Royce dropped his jaw. “Why would I do that?”

	“Well,” said Sarna, “for one thing, you could experience a planet that appreciates all living creatures.”

	“Stop it, Sarna,” replied Jasper.

	“I appreciate all living creatures,” answered Royce.

	“Not if you eat them, you don’t.”

	Royce studied her. “I get it. You don’t eat meat on Eudora, is that it?

	“Absolutely not,” said Sarna.

	Royce faced her squarely. “You’re one of those radical vegan people?”

	Her shoulders rose. “If a vegan means that I care for all living, breathing beings and don’t want to see them used as fuel for other beings, then yes.”

	“What about animals that eat meat? You have a problem with them too?” Royce asked.

	“Can we focus on the real reason we’re here?” asked Jasper.

	“You know what I mean,” said Sarna.

	“I know exactly what you mean,” said Royce. “You mean if you don’t do it, then no one else should either.” She started to object, but he kept talking. “Listen, you’re here as a visitor. Maybe everybody eats non-beings where you’re from and that’s fine. But don’t come down here and tell me what I can and can’t eat. I appreciate all living creatures, especially if it’s a juicy steak.”

	Her face turned beet red. He didn’t know why he was having this conversation. He didn’t know her and didn’t care what she thought about him, but for some reason, he felt the need to argue with her. Apparently, she felt the same way about him.

	“Anyway…” said Jasper. “Can we get back to the point?”

	“What is the point,” asked Royce. “What were we talking about?”

	“You. Coming back to Eudora with us.”

	“Oh.” Royce shook his head. “I’ll make it easy on you. No.”

	“No?” asked Jasper.

	“Fine,” said Sarna. “You heard him, Jasper. Let’s go.”

	“But don’t you want to know why?” asked Jasper.

	“You’re probably going to tell me, aren’t you?”

	“Yes, I am.”

	“Fine. Talk fast though. I’ve got things to do.”

	Sarna spoke. “Forget it.” She threw up a hand. “This was a waste of time. He’s not interested. He would never fit in anyway. They’d kill him on sight.”

	“That’s exactly why we need him,” said Jasper.

	“Need me for what?” asked Royce.

	“To save our planet.”

	“From what? The tree and animal huggers?”

	Sarna glared at him.

	Jasper made no reaction other than to rest his hands on the counter. “No,” he continued. “From ourselves.”

	Royce turned from Sarna, deciding to give Jasper a brief moment to explain before he kicked him out. The thought of a long hot shower beckoned him. “What do you mean?”

	“We are on the verge of a complete overthrow of our Council. Our father is the only one standing between the old regime and a new one. One that will reclaim a life where all people were respected and valued. Where we could all come and go as we pleased. Before the Dark Reds took over. They separated the Red-Lines from the Gray-Lines. Forbade us from leaving our own planet. Stopped us from our explorations. Because it risked Red-Line contamination with other species. But that’s changing. Our people are restless. Sarna and I are members of those willing to reclaim the open ways. To be as we once were. But there is a crucial moment coming. One that could change everything.”

	Royce tried to keep up. “And what’s that?”

	“A change in power. Our father must hand over the reins.”

	“What reins?” asked Royce.

	Jasper eyes widened. “You don’t know?”

	“Know what?”

	Jasper sighed. “Our father is the leader of the High Council.”

	“What is the High Council?”

	“Much like your president and his cabinet.”

	Royce began to understand. “You mean—”

	“Yes.” Jasper nodded. “Dad is a powerful man.”

	Royce had no idea. “Then it sounds like you don’t need me.”

	Jasper leaned against the counter. “That’s not true. Dad can only do so much. If he were to show leniency to any members of our group, even me, it would be considered treason. He would be removed from the High Council in disgrace and replaced. Likely by someone far more easily swayed by the dark ones.”

	“So how do I fit into this?” asked Royce.

	“Because you are first born. You’re the High Child.”

	“I’m what?”

	“First born,” said Sarna. “You are the High Leader’s first-born child. We call it the High Child.”

	Royce squinted. “What does that mean?”

	“Basically,” said Jasper, “it means you’re next in line to the throne,” said Jasper.

	Royce didn’t move or speak. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He was next in line to be some sort of High Council leader? The High Child? It sounded like a teenager on a drug binge. He looked at the kitchen counter and the skillet with the broken egg. His mind raced, and his stomach growled again. He needed time to think. Reaching up, he scratched his head. “Animal or no animal,” he said to Sarna. “I think it’s time to scramble up some eggs.”

	 


Chapter Thirteen

	 

	 

	AN HOUR LATER, Royce pushed back his plate. After the revelation from Jasper that he was some sort of Eudoran leader, he’d chased Jasper and Sarna out of the kitchen. He’d taken a quick hot shower to clear his head, then proceeded to make some breakfast. If he was going to have this unexpected conversation, he needed some energy. He made Jasper clean up as well and told Sarna to go pick some mint outside. Not that he wanted any, but he needed them out of his space. He required some quiet, and arguing about his food choices or his leadership obligations was not helping.

	He’d made bacon and eggs for him and Jasper. After digging through his pantry, he’d found some peanut butter. Since the bread in his freezer had milk and eggs, he used some healthy crackers Eve had brought on her last visit and slathered some peanut butter and jelly on them for Sarna. He’d hoped she didn’t have anything against nuts. She’d frowned when she’d sat at the table but said nothing as he and Jasper finished their meal and she ate her crackers.

	Once they’d eaten, he sat back in his seat and eyed his guests. “So,” he said. “Now that I’m feeling a little more human…” Seeing their faces, he explained. “It’s just an expression.” They didn’t seem any less confused. “Never mind,” he said, waving his hand. “How about you just explain this Eudoran situation to me.”

	Jasper put his napkin on the table. He’d wiped his plate clean. “We want you to return with us to assume your role as Leader of the High Council,” said Sarna.

	Royce chuckled.

	“What’s funny?” asked Jasper.

	Royce shook his head. “That you honestly think that I could show up on Eudora and assume the highest position you have to offer.”

	“They won’t have a choice,” said Jasper. “They have to give it to you.”

	“Because I’m High Child.”

	“Yes,” said Sarna.

	“I suspect that they could find a way around that if they wanted to.”

	“This is not like your world here on Earth,” said Sarna. “Where the wealthiest or best looking wins. This is a ritual that has been followed for centuries on our planet. Your father was first born, as was his mother before him. It was her father who changed everything for us. He ushered in a new regime. One that created our closed world. We suspect he was easily influenced by the Dark Reds. They convinced him that the new ways were dangerous. That our exploration of other worlds invited intruders and the contamination of our species.”

	“Contamination?” asked Royce.

	“Yes.” Sarna put down her empty coffee cup. Royce had made them all coffee and apparently she was a fan of the brew. “Back then, Gray-Lines existed on many worlds, and were procreating there, raising families and choosing to remain on their host planet. Red-Lines also traveled and visited other planets, but they always made Eudora their home base. They never mated outside of their line, and their families were raised on Eudora. But that changed when it was discovered that a member of the High Council had fathered a child outside of the Line. One that lived on another planet. This particular Red-Line asked to leave Eudora and make his home elsewhere because he wanted to marry and live on another planet.”

	“And I take it this was frowned upon?” asked Royce.

	“Yes,” said Jasper. “It was.” He pushed his plate back. “Now we suspect he was not the only Red to mate with others and probably not the first to have children with someone other than a Red, but like all other secrets, as long as you didn’t talk about it, it was as if it never happened.”

	“Until someone decided to bring it out into the open,” Royce said.

	“Yes,” said Sarna. “They couldn’t keep it under wraps after that. If they allowed him to do as he wished, it opened the door for all others to do the same. It brought into question our lineage. Our descendants. Our abilities. If this open stance were allowed to continue, then could we still be called Red-Lines?”

	“The Council argued over what was best,” Jasper said. “What they didn’t realize was that there was a faction of Reds who were intent on eradicating any possibility of diluting the line. To the point of eradicating the Grays as well. They saw the Grays and open Reds as a threat. The Grays were proponents of openness. They were even beginning to question the Reds’ need to remain in leadership positions. That alone made this faction of what we call the Dark Reds believe that the Grays were dangerous and needed to be eliminated.”

	Sarna continued. “This faction had already been working behind the scenes to find ways to eliminate the Grays silently, with little knowledge of their plan reaching the High Council. Ivtar, the High Leader at that time, and your great grandfather was unfortunately easily swayed by the Dark Reds. He denied the councilman who’d asked for permission to leave Eudora and mate outside the line. The councilman protested and was eventually imprisoned. Other Reds began to suspect what was happening and the implications of it, but before they could do anything, the Dark Reds had convinced Ivtar to cease all travel. Basically, exploration was ended. The Council ordered all contact with Grays outside the planet to discontinue. Reds were no longer allowed to leave. And Grays remaining on Eudora were forced to stay, many losing status and eventually becoming subservient to the Reds. Our world changed overnight. We went from an open, sharing community, to a closed world, where only the approved could come and go. Studies and research of other worlds stopped. Schools closed. All activities were questioned, and Gray sympathizers were under constant supervision.”

	Royce listened to the story. “It seems as if Earth is not the only planet that deals with tyrants and dictators.”

	“No,” said Jasper. “No one is immune to fear.”

	“So, how do I exist then?” asked Royce. “How is my family here? If you’re not allowed to leave the planet?”

	“Certain Reds could still leave,” said Jasper. “Your father, as High Child, gained approval from our grandmother. Before he assumed his role as High Leader, he asked to travel. He wanted to explore before he assumed his leadership role. His mother granted him permission.”

	“And who is Galen?” asked Royce.

	Sarna clasped her fingers. “He is…was…your uncle. The younger brother of Carson.”

	“And such, not in line to the throne?” asked Royce.

	“No,” answered Jasper.

	“So,” said Royce, leaning in. “My father Carson broke every rule in the book by meeting my mother and having me and my sisters. But somehow, he kept his secret and assumed his expected role. At the same time though, he had another family. One on Eudora. Is that correct?”

	“Yes,” said Sarna.

	Royce pointed at Jasper. “Then as far as everyone on Eudora is concerned, aren’t you High Child?”

	“No,” said Jasper. “I have an older sister.”

	“Roma,” said Sarna. “She’s next in line. At least as far as she knows.”

	“So why not let her have it?” asked Royce. “Why me?”

	Jasper and Sarna stayed quiet, but Jasper finally spoke. “Because she is much like Galen. She very much wants to keep conditions as they are. In fact…” His eyes widened.

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

	“Galen…” said Jasper.

	“What about him?” asked Royce.

	Sarna sucked in a breath. “You think she sent him to find Royce and his family?”

	“But I didn’t think she knew,” answered Jasper.

	“Galen. Would he have told her?” asked Sarna.

	“But how did he know?” asked Jasper. He tapped his fingers on the table. “Our father. He must have said something. Or Galen overheard something. Dad told me, but I don’t think he would have told Roma. He knows her too well. And he knows the risks if his Earth family is discovered.” He sighed. “If Galen told Roma, though…and she thought her reign was in jeopardy…” He met Royce’s gaze. “She plans to take Dad’s place, and eventually she will. Unless…”

	Royce understood. “Unless I show up and steal her thunder.”

	“Yes,” Sarna said. “You’re the only one who can stop this.” She fiddled with her empty coffee cup.

	Royce wasn’t sure what to think. How was he supposed to respond to his newfound half-brother? Jasper expected him to become leader of a High Council of a planet he’d never been to and knew nothing about, other than their low tolerance for meat eating. He said the first thing that came to mind. “You want some more coffee?” He lifted his empty cup. “I know I could use some.”

	Sarna raised hers too. “Please,” she said.

	“You?” he asked Jasper.

	“Yes, thanks.”

	Royce picked up Jasper’s mug and brought all three to the kitchen counter. He realized the pitcher was empty, so he began to make a new batch.

	“The coffee is good,” said Sarna.

	“So’s the bacon. I’d love some more of that.”

	“Jasper…” said Sarna.

	“I’m serious. Eudorans would love it.”

	“No they wouldn’t,” Sarna said.

	Royce filled the machine with water. “Everybody loves bacon.”

	“I don’t,” said Sarna.

	“You didn’t try it,” said Jasper.

	“Nor will I. And you are not bringing any of it with you to Eudora.”

	“Why not?”

	“Because we do not eat bacon.”

	“No. You don’t eat bacon.”

	“And neither do Eudorans.”

	Jasper shrugged. “I’m a Eudoran.”

	“You know what I mean.”

	“What do you mean?” asked Royce. He flipped on the coffee and listened as it began to brew.

	“I mean we are what you call vegans. We don’t eat meat.”

	“You don’t now,” Royce answered.

	“What?”

	“You’re asking me to assume the role of the High Leader. If that happens, and I open up the planet, what happens when I start eating bacon at the royal breakfast table?”

	“Wh…what?” Sarna stammered. “You wouldn’t.”

	Royce leaned against the kitchen counter. “You need to think about what you’re asking. You want openness? You want to explore? You want to oust those who want to maintain your closed world? Then you better prepare for some changes. Because the world outside your own is very different. There are different customs, beliefs, rituals, and yes, eating habits on a myriad of other planets. We see it on Earth all the time. And we don’t even visit other planets.  I have been raised to judge none of that. So, if you expect me to lead, then you better get used to bacon on the table.”

	Sarna sat rigid in her seat.

	Jasper pushed back from the table and stood. “So you’ll do it?”

	The coffee percolated and the smell filled the kitchen. Royce picked up his mug. “Absolutely not.”

	 


Chapter Fourteen

	 

	 

	“WHY NOT?”

	Sarna stood too. “Yes. Why not?”

	The coffee continued to drip. “Because. My home is here.”

	“Your home can be anywhere you make it,” said Jasper.

	“I choose to make it here.”

	“But why?” asked Jasper.

	Royce raised his brow. “Why? Because I was raised here. I have a family here.”

	“Your sisters?” asked Sarna.

	“Yes. And my mother.”

	“Don’t you understand?” asked Jasper. “By staying, you put them at risk.”

	Royce watched the coffee level rise. “And how do I do that?”

	“Galen came after you,” Sarna said. “We can only assume there will be others.”

	Royce crossed his arms. “Not if they don’t know about us.”

	Jasper threw out his hand. “If Galen knew, then we have to assume he’s not the only one.”

	Royce stared at the floor. “You want to know what I think?”

	“What?” asked Sarna.

	“I think my–our father told him.”

	Jasper shook his head. “Why would he do that?”

	“Because they’re brothers. They’re family. It’s the same reason Dad told you. He confided in you. He needed someone he could trust.”

	“But he couldn’t trust Galen.”

	“How do you know? We have no way of knowing what our father was thinking or when or why he may have told his brother. It may have been years ago. Maybe that’s what turned Galen against him. Maybe they were close before then.”

	“But if that’s true,” said Sarna, “then Galen could have told others.”

	“Maybe,” said Royce. “But probably not.”

	“Why wouldn’t he?” asked Jasper.

	“Because that would mean that others would know that Roma was not next in line. He wouldn’t want that. As you say, if the High Child assumes power regardless of their background, then it’s the last thing he’d want to share. Which is why he came after me and my sisters. To get rid of us.”

	“You can’t know that for sure,” Jasper said.

	“And you can’t know for sure that he told someone. You can’t be sure of anything.” He picked up a mug and filled it from the pot.

	“We can be sure that if Roma takes power,” said Sarna, “that all hope of change on our planet is lost.” She took the mug from Royce.

	Royce nodded. “So tell Dad to hold onto the reins. Who says he has to step down?”

	Jasper and Sarna exchanged a look. “You think if it was that easy we would have traveled the distance we did to find you?” asked Jasper.

	Royce cocked his head. “So why isn’t it easy?” He grabbed Jasper’s cup and filled it.

	“Because Dad must step down,” said Jasper.

	“Why?” asked Royce.

	Jasper took the coffee and hesitated. “Because…because he’s…”

	“Because he’s reached the end of his reign,” Sarna answered. “A High Leader can only lead until such time that the Council deems he must step down. A unanimous decision will end his rule. The Council is suspicious of your father’s leniency toward those who desire change. They already know of Jasper’s allegiance to our cause. He’s already been imprisoned once.”

	“Imprisoned? For what?”

	“For voicing his opinion,” said Sarna. “For arguing with the Council.”

	“It wasn’t for long,” said Jasper, sitting down.

	“You were beaten,” said Sarna.

	“I recovered,” said Jasper.

	“You were lucky. Others were not.”

	“Only because I was the High Leader’s child.”

	“I doubt you’ll be that lucky again.”

	“Wait a minute,” said Royce. “Dad had you imprisoned?”

	“No, not our father,” said Jasper. “He didn’t realize what had happened. He was away at the time.” He blew the hot liquid and took a sip.

	“Galen. That bastard punished Jasper.”

	Royce raised a brow and felt a kernel of anger in his belly. “And what happened when Dad found out?”

	“By the time he did find out,” said Jasper, “the crisis had passed. He was angry though.”

	“Angry?” asked Sarna. “Word is he and Galen came to blows.”

	“We assume,” said Jasper.

	“I remember. It wasn’t long after my sister Shifted. About three years ago. Galen was not seen in public for almost two months. The rumor was his face was a mess.”

	Royce felt his face pale. “When?”

	“When what?” asked Sarna. She drank from her cup.

	“How many years ago was this?”

	Sarna paused. “I think it was three.” She knitted her brow. “Why?”

	“What is it?” asked Jasper.

	The machine beeped and Royce filled his own cup with the brew. “You said Dad was away?” asked Royce.

	“Yes. He was traveling.”

	Royce sat at the table. “He was visiting us. He was here. It’s the last time I saw him.” He picked up a spoon and added some sugar from a bowl on the table.

	Jasper’s eyes widened. “Really?”

	“Yes. He came because we were…” He swirled his coffee and looked at Sarna. “What you called it. Shifting.”

	Sarna leaned forward. “You were? You and your sisters?”

	“Yes.”

	Her eyes furrowed. “Why so late?” she asked. “You should have Shifted much sooner.”

	“They’re half-human, Sarna. Don’t forget. That’s probably why.”

	Royce frowned. “I had no idea I was such a late bloomer.”

	“How long did he stay?” Sarna asked. She looked almost sad. “Was he able to explain things? About your Shift?”

	“Not long,” said Royce. “But long enough to see us through it. It took a while to adjust though.”

	“I’m sure it did,” Jasper said. “It’s traumatic enough when it happens on Eudora.”

	“So what can you do?” Sarna asked.

	“What can I do?” Royce asked.

	“Yes,” she said. “What are your strengths?”

	“Dad has an array of abilities,” said Jasper. “Most of us do. But everyone always has a strength.”

	Royce thought about it. He stared at the table. Suddenly the empty dining chairs slid up against the table. They hit the edge with a bang.

	Jasper nodded. “Impressive,” he said. “But how do you do with the small stuff?” His gaze moved to the kitchen cabinets. One of them opened and Royce watched as a stack of plates lifted from their perch, hovered, drifted out of the cabinet, and then slowly dropped to rest softly on the counter.

	Royce lifted an eyebrow but didn’t say a word. But he focused on the same stack of plates. The top one lifted and floated to the sink, where the faucet turned on. The dish hovered and dipped below the nozzle. Water splashed over the plate. The sink turned off, and the dripping dish floated to the drainer, where it dropped gently to stand upright to dry.

	Jasper nodded. “You take after dad.”

	“You both do,” said Sarna.

	“What’s your strength?” Royce asked Sarna. “Other than your need to tell people what to do?”

	“That’s definitely one of her better abilities,” Jasper said.

	Sarna set her jaw. “I don’t tell people what to do. I simply express my opinion.”

	Jasper snorted. “That’s an understatement.”

	Sarna ignored him. “Besides that, I am intuitive and empathic. I am very sensitive and read people easily.” She looked at the sink. “I can move things, too, if I need to, but not as well as you.”

	“That’s true,” said Jasper. “Don’t ask her to move any plates if you want them in one piece.”

	Royce pointed. “You’re like Gillian. My sister. She can do the same. She can read people like a book.”

	“Don’t lie to Sarna,” said Jasper. He cocked his head toward her. “She’ll catch you every time.” He drank again from his mug.

	Royce saw them exchange a look. “How do you two know each other?” He waved a hand at Sarna. “I know who Jasper is and why he’s here. But what’s your involvement? Why’d you travel across the galaxy to come see me?”

	She shifted uncomfortably. “Well,” she said. “I didn’t want Jasper to come alone.”

	“I told you that you didn’t have to come,” said Jasper.

	“You needed help.” Jasper started to interrupt but she held up her hand. “You did. This is a hard enough journey as it is, and no one should do it alone.” She sighed and tapped on the table top. “I’ve been close with his family since childhood. Roma and I were best friends growing up. Jasper is like my big brother.”

	“And what happened? I take it you’re not friends anymore.”

	“As we got older, it became apparent that our loyalties differed. It wasn’t an issue until our Shifts began to occur. Roma went through it first. Then Jasper. Then me. Afterwards, Roma was different. She’d become closer to Galen as Jasper did with his father. I sided with Jasper. It wasn’t long before our friendship suffered. Now we barely speak.” She stared off.

	“And there was Ander,” said Jasper.

	Sarna looked back. “Jasper…”

	“No. He should know.”

	“Who’s Ander?” asked Royce. He stood and picked up the dirty plates from the table.

	“Her brother.”

	Royce glanced at Sarna, who bit her bottom lip. Her eyes glistened.

	“He and Sarna were very close. Sarna is vocal, but Ander was a walking bullhorn. He didn’t back down from a fight, and he argued constantly for change. He would lead uprisings and gather as many as he could to the cause. He was imprisoned many times.”

	Sarna let out a deep breath and wiped at her eye. “Until…”

	“Until his last incarceration. He didn’t make it out.”

	“Why not?” asked Royce. He put the plates in the sink and ran the water.

	Jasper shoulders fell. “He was killed in his cell. No one knew by who. The murderer was never found. Or at least never identified.”

	Sarna cleared her throat, blinked, and straightened. “It devastated my family. We were a tight-knit group. But Ander…well, I think he always knew.”

	“Knew what?” asked Royce. He rinsed the plates and left them to soak.

	She let go of a deep breath. “That his death would spawn a movement. That it would spur our people to action.”

	“And it has,” said Jasper. “We are at a tipping point. I have never seen so much pressure on the Council to make changes. But they are pushing back. Very soon, the vote will come. And they will oust our father. But if we can be ready…if you are there, and you take power, there will be no choice. You, a half-human, half Red-Line, will lead the High Council. And there’s nothing they can do to stop it.”

	Royce returned to the table. “Can’t they just vote to oust me? Like Dad?”

	“No. A new leader must be given three years before a first vote is taken.”

	“So, you are in an important position,” said Sarna. “You can be my brother’s voice.”

	Royce stared at the two of them. The hope in their eyes made him wonder. Where exactly did he belong? He thought of Gus’s words. You have a destiny. But what did that mean? He thought of his mother. And Gillian and Eve. What would become of them if he left? And what about Alice? Now that he knew he didn’t have to run from his visitors, he could find and help her.

	He bolstered himself and leaned against his chair. “I’m not your brother, Sarna.” Her eyes widened. “And I know nothing about your cause, Jasper.” Jasper’s face fell. “This is your fight. Not mine.”

	“How can you say that?” asked Jasper. He sat back. “We’re talking about our father. How is this not your fight?”

	Royce could sense Jasper’s budding anger. “Our father?” he asked. “You’re the one that had a father. Not me.”

	Jasper’s face furrowed. “What are you talking about?”

	Royce recalled the past, and for the first time, allowed his long-held frustrations to rise. “I saw the man, at most, every three to five years. I remember him vaguely from childhood. I love him, but he wasn’t there for my birthday parties. He didn’t advise me when I had my first date. He didn’t watch me play football. I know little about him. My mother was left to take care of us. She did all the work. She was the one who missed him, who pined for him. She raised us. She helped us with our homework, stood up for us when we got into trouble, taught us wrong from right. She soothed our hurts and thrilled in our accomplishments. If I’m loyal to anyone, it’s her.”

	“You’re mad because he wasn’t there to help you with your schoolwork?” Sarna asked.

	Royce felt his waning headache begin to return. He gripped the back of his chair. “Don’t be absurd. Use those intuitive gifts of yours. I’m mad because he wasn’t there, period.” Royce walked to the counter, picked up the plates and put them back in the cabinet. The rush of anger he was feeling surprised him. He’d never talked to his sisters about his mixed emotions regarding their father. But now that he’d finally expressed his disappointment, he found it difficult to hold back.

	“You want to spend more time with him?” asked Jasper. He threw out his hands. “Do it now. Come with us.”

	Royce turned. “No. If he needs my help, let him come ask me. Not send an errand boy.”

	Jasper set his jaw and his cheeks turned red. “An errand boy? He doesn’t even know I’m here.”

	“You’re sure about that?” asked Royce. Something warned him to shut up, but his mouth didn’t listen. “How do you know he’s not just using you?”

	Jasper straightened. “Using me?”

	“He’s not doing that,” Sarna said.

	“Why not?” Royce stepped closer. “The man’s on the verge of losing power. He needs help. So he drops all his worries on you. Tells his son all his woes. And just happens to mention his other family on planet Earth. What a coincidence.”

	Jasper spoke in a low tone. “That is not what he’s doing.”

	Royce turned stony and leaned forward. In his heart, he knew what he was saying wasn’t fair, but his pent up emotions spurred him forward. “Isn’t it? Looks like he’s manipulating you like you’re manipulating me.”

	Jasper stood, eyes wide. “Manipulating you?”

	“Jasper…” said Sarna. She raised a hand in warning.

	“Shut up, Sarna.” He slammed his chair into the table. “Who do you think you are?”

	Royce didn’t move and his gaze didn’t waver, despite the tide of fury he felt from his half-brother.

	“You think I came all this way because my daddy can’t take care of himself? He’s the strongest man I know. He’s lasted longer in his position than any other man should have. He’s braver than you and I combined.” He stood in front of Royce, flushed with anger, and pointed. “You think I like coming here and asking you this? Asking a man I don’t know, who my father sired in secret, who knows nothing about Eudora, to come and take a position that I wish I could take. Would take in a heartbeat if it was offered. And I have to give it to a spoiled, angry, unappreciative, and incapable fool?”

	Sarna spoke quietly. “Jasper…stop.”

	“Fool?” asked Royce. “You’re the one who came here on a wild goose chase.” Jasper’s eyes flared. “Who’s the fool now?”

	The tension in the room ignited, and a wave of heat flared from Jasper’s body. Jasper’s mug flew off the table and shattered against a wall, spraying it with dark liquid.

	“Dad told me about you,” said Jasper. His voice was deep and his energy churned. “He told me what a good person you were. How you were strong but kind. That you always wanted to make everything right.”

	Royce didn’t know what to say, so he didn’t respond.

	“I had no idea my father was such a poor judge of character.”

	Royce’s own heat flared. “Maybe if he’d stuck around long enough, he would have known me better.” He gritted his teeth. “Dad made a choice. Just like I am right now. He made the choice to leave us, to start a new family, and take power. He left us to fend for ourselves. So don’t talk to me about choices. He’s courageous? How about sticking up for the family you got, instead of ducking us because he didn’t have the guts to admit we existed. Sounds like Ander had true courage. Not Dad. You grew up with a man who had a secret. One he never told until it suited his purpose. And now you want me to do what he couldn’t?”

	Royce realized his hands were curled into fists and he tried to relax them. “No. I’m not leaving.” He held Jasper’s fiery gaze. “That’s my answer. Now get out of my house.”

	“Royce,” said Sarna softly. “Please…”

	Royce kept staring at Jasper. “And take her with you.”

	Jasper didn’t speak, but his body language was obvious. He was shaking with fury. Royce braced himself just in case any dishware from the sink came flying at him.

	“You’re my brother,” Jasper finally managed to say. “I thought…”

	“You thought what?” asked Royce. “That we’d bond?” He regretted the words as soon as he said them but couldn’t bring himself to take them back.

	Jasper’s jaw worked. “I hate you.”

	The words and the energy that came with them hit Royce in his midsection, and he sucked in a breath. A war of contrary thoughts banged through his mind about what he was doing—alienating himself even further from the family he never knew. It was not what he wanted, but he couldn’t break through the haze of disappointment and simmering fury. He decided the best thing he could do was to send them home. Then he could return to his routine life. Or as routine as possible considering who he was. Maybe find Alice. Discover some normalcy. 

	“You should go now. Your space ship is waiting.”

	Seeing Jasper’s face, Royce knew then that he would likely never see his father, or brother, again. He felt a momentary flutter of pain in his heart.

	Jasper stood unmoving, like the still plate in the drainer. Sarna stayed quiet. Suddenly, the entire table lifted and the remaining cups, silverware, and the sugar bowl crashed to the ground and shattered. Sugar and Sarna’s mug skittered across the floor, along with the splash of coffee. The table fell sideways and the chairs slammed into the walls and toppled to the floor. Jasper, eyes hard and nostrils flaring, glared at Royce.

	At the same time, the front door flew open. All three of them, so distracted by their argument, had missed the impending arrival. RJ ran into the house, sweaty and disheveled.

	“RJ?” asked Royce. He disengaged from Jasper and approached the sheriff’s son, who was breathing hard as if he’d sprinted there. Broken shards of the sugar bowl crunched beneath his feet. “What is it?”

	RJ tried to catch his breath. “Thank God. You’re here. I need to talk to you.”

	Royce gestured toward Jasper and Sarna. “I’m in the middle of something here.”

	RJ yelled at him. “This is important. I’m in trouble.” He paid no attention to Royce’s guests.

	Royce stepped over a broken mug. “Where’s your dad? He’s the one you should talk to.”

	“I can’t. Not about this.” He walked over and tugged on Royce’s arm. “I have to show you.”

	“RJ…”

	“Hurry. Please. I need your help.”

	Royce groaned and reluctantly left Sarna and Jasper in the house. He followed RJ out to the front driveway where he saw a beat up, two-door, blue sedan that had seen better days. “Is this your car?” asked Royce.

	“Yes,” said RJ. He pulled Royce to the back of the automobile and stopped.

	Royce looked back toward the house. Sarna and Jasper were still inside. “What, RJ? I need to get back.”

	“This,” said RJ, and he pulled a key from his pocket and opened the trunk. It creaked open and Royce peered inside. “Look at that.” RJ pointed.

	“It’s a tackle box.” He leaned in and opened it. “Oreos? In your tackle box? That won’t catch many fish.”

	RJ groaned. “Not that. That.” He pointed behind the box.

	Royce saw the object. “It’s a shoe. So what?”

	“It’s not just a shoe.” He moaned some more and shifted uncomfortably. “Look at it. It’s a pink tennis shoe. It’s the missing shoe from my dad’s murder scene.”

	Royce remembered the conversation with Rick. The murder victim had been missing a shoe. He looked closer. It was indeed pink and there was a flower on the toe. A flicker of unease coursed through Royce. He glanced back at RJ, who looked like he’d just been asked to kill a family member. “What did you do?”

	RJ’s eyes widened. “What did I do? I didn’t do anything.”

	Royce straightened. “Why is this here?”

	RJ shook his head. “That’s just it. I don’t know.”

	Royce glanced back at the shoe. “When’s the last time you were in your trunk?”

	“Uh,” RJ ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t know. A few weeks ago. I had a flat.”

	“What about the tackle box? Didn’t you just go fishing?”

	“We used Dad’s.”

	Royce scanned the rest of the space. He saw a tire iron and jack across from the pink tennis shoe, but nothing else. His stomach dropped. Could it really be the missing shoe? “This doesn’t belong to someone else?” He peered back at the teenager. “A girlfriend?”

	“No.”

	Royce scrutinized the shoe again.

	“What is it?” asked RJ. “What are you looking at?”

	Royce ignored RJ. He pulled back. “Close the trunk.”

	RJ’s face froze. He was as pale as Sarna. “Oh, hell. I’m in trouble, aren’t I?”

	Royce stared at the boy whose eyes shone as if he was about to cry. He opened up every one of his senses. “Tell me the truth. Do you know anything about that woman’s death?”

	RJ shook his head in a whipping motion. “No. I swear. I don’t know anything about that shoe or why it’s there. Or anything about the dead lady in the woods.”

	Royce studied him, feeling for any deception, but he couldn’t find any. “Close it.”

	RJ remained frozen in place before he finally managed to nod. He lifted a wooden arm and closed the trunk.

	“Jasper…wait.”

	Royce turned at the sound of Sarna’s voice and saw Jasper striding toward him with a backpack slung over his shoulder. His posture was rigid, and he didn’t acknowledge Royce as he neared.

	Sarna ran after him. “Where are you going?”

	“To the ship. This trip is over.”

	“Wait…” said Sarna.

	He whirled on her. “There is nothing to wait for. You heard him.”

	“I need to get my things…”

	“No. I’m going on my own.”

	“What?” Both Sarna and Royce spoke at the same time.

	Jasper scowled. “I’m not leaving you, but I’m going to prep the ship. We can’t leave till tonight anyway, when it’s dark.”

	Royce glanced at RJ, who thankfully seemed to be caught up enough in his own fears and was paying little attention to the drama unfolding in Royce’s front yard. “Jasper…” he started to say.

	Jasper shot him a furious look. “Forget it. You’ve had your say.”

	“It will just take me a few minutes,” Sarna said.

	“I need a break, Sarna,” said Jasper loudly, and Sarna stood still. “I need some space and I need some quiet. I can’t take you, your opinions, and your justifications right now.”

	Sarna started to speak, but he held up a hand. “Just let me go and prep the ship. After it’s dark, you can join me and we’re gone.” He glanced at Royce. “The sooner, the better.”

	“But how will I get there?” asked Sarna.

	“I’ll take you,” said Royce. He eyed RJ again and wondered how in the hell he’d ended up with two Eudoran visitors and a kid who was a likely murder suspect all on his front lawn at the same time. He shook his head and sighed. “Just tell me where and when.”

	Jasper’s jaw jutted out, but he spoke to Sarna. “I’ll be in touch as soon as I’m ready. You know where to go?” She nodded. “Good. I’m out of here.” He whirled away and stomped off, never looking back.

	Royce considered stopping him, but he knew it was fruitless. He watched his half-brother walk up the driveway and turn down the road, and knew all chances of ever forging a relationship with his Eudoran family were lost to him.

	“Royce.” Royce heard RJ, but didn’t acknowledge him. His headache was in full swing now. “Royce. What do I do?” RJ was wringing his hands.

	Sarna walked up at the same time. “I hope you know what you’ve done.” Her face fell, but her cheeks were still flush with anger. She pointed toward the road. “You broke his heart.”

	Royce looked between RJ and Sarna, groaned, and rubbed his temples. He thought of Alice and wondered where she was. If he’d been smart, he would have disappeared with her.

	He groaned. “I didn’t mean to.”

	“Didn’t mean to what?” asked RJ. “What the hell is going on here? I need help.” He looked at Sarna. “Who are you?”

	Sarna acknowledged him. “Who are you?”

	RJ’s voice pitched high. “I’m about to be accused of murder. You think I could get some assistance here?” He couldn’t stop squirming.

	“Murder?” asked Sarna. She squinted at Royce. “You keep interesting company.” She crossed her arms. “So how do I convince you to change your mind?”

	Royce huffed. He wasn’t sure how much more he could take. “Okay, you two. Inside. Both of you.” He grabbed RJ by the collar of his shirt and dragged him forward. He left Sarna standing by RJ’s car. “We have a lot to talk about.”

	 


Chapter Fifteen

	 

	 

	ONCE INSIDE, HE picked up the dinner table and set it upright. RJ paid little attention to the mess. After righting the chairs, Royce ushered RJ into one and sat next to him. “Okay,” he said. “Tell me what’s going on.”

	“What is going on?” Sarna asked. She rested her hands on the table. “We have a crisis on our hands. Don’t you understand?”

	Royce grumbled. “Sarna, I’ve given you and Jasper my answer. Now I have to talk to RJ. Why don’t you go pack?”

	RJ hugged himself. “What am I going to do? What do I tell dad?” His eyes were round and shiny.

	“Pack?” asked Sarna. “Is that all you have to say?”

	Royce slapped his palm on the table and it shook. “Listen. I don’t have the time or the desire to argue with you. Right now, RJ needs some help. You’re not the only one in the room with problems.”

	That seemed to get her attention. She straightened. “What’s wrong with him?”

	RJ’s head shot up. “What’s wrong with me?” He shot a worried look at Royce. “Who is this lady?” He looked Sarna up and down. “Is she why you had to leave?”

	Royce rested his head in a hand. “It’s a long story, RJ. But that’s not your concern right now.”

	“Is she your girlfriend?”

	Sarna laughed, and Royce grimaced. “God, no. She is not.”

	“He should be so lucky,” added Sarna.

	Royce offered her a raised brow.  He spoke to RJ. “Just tell me about the shoe.”

	RJ put his elbows on the table and bounced his knee. “I don’t know anything about the shoe. I just went out to my car this morning. Dad’s battery died and I looked to see if I had jumper cables. I opened the trunk and there it was.”

	“You didn’t tell your dad?”

	RJ shook his head emphatically. “No. I can’t.”

	“But if you didn’t do anything…”

	“He’s the sheriff. He’ll have to take me in.”

	“What exactly is going on here?” asked Sarna.

	RJ moaned and lowered his forehead to the table.

	Royce watched the pitiful teenager, but he addressed Sarna. “This is not your problem. I’ll deal with it.”

	“Deal with what? What does this have to do with a shoe?”

	RJ gripped his head with his hands.

	“Sarna,” said Royce. “I think it’s better if you stayed out of this. You’re leaving tonight anyway.”

	“Stay out of what?” Her face reflected her curiosity. “He feels very agitated.”

	“You could say that,” said RJ to the table.

	“Sarna…”

	“Just tell me. It’s not like I’ve got anything else to do, until tonight.”

	Royce studied her worried face. Her dark, almond-shaped eyes looked back and for a moment he caught himself admiring them. He shook his head though and shifted his attention back to RJ, whose forehead was still on his table. “RJ. You care if I tell her?”

	RJ’s head rocked back and forth. “She’s not the cops, is she?”

	“No. Far from it. But from what I do know about her, she’s going to drive us nuts until we tell her. And I don’t have the strength for it.”

	RJ sighed and raised his head. “Fine.”

	Sarna sat down at the table and Royce informed her of the murdered woman in the woods and her missing pink tennis shoe. And how that missing shoe was now in RJ’s trunk. The same trunk that belonged to the son of the sheriff leading the investigation.

	When he finished, Sarna didn’t speak. After a few moments, she rested her hand on RJ’s forearm. “Look at me,” she said.

	RJ lifted his drooping head. He had deflated after his initial outburst. “What?” he asked. “You think I’m a killer?”

	Sarna’s expression did not change. “You tell me.” She cocked her head. “Are you?”

	Tears filled RJ’s eyes. “No,” he said quietly. “I’m not. I swear.”

	Sarna nodded. “He’s telling the truth.”

	Royce hesitated. He trusted his own instincts, but he suspected Sarna’s gifts, if she was anything like his sister Gillian, were far more reliable.

	“Okay,” he said, patting RJ’s arm. “So let’s talk about the night you came home drunk and high. Isn’t that the same night this woman died?”

	RJ squinted, but then his eyes widened. “Is it?” He stared off. “Yeah. Maybe it was. They found her a couple of days later. That was the day dad brought me over here.” He groaned again.

	“What happened that night?” asked Royce.

	RJ sat straight. “Nothing.”

	“Who were you with?”

	“Just some friends from high school. We went up to Shady Point about midnight. Thought we’d watch for meteors. We had some beer. A couple of girls met up with us. They had some weed. We smoked it. I ended up with Mary Lou over by the campgrounds. We made out for a while, but then I passed out. I woke up early. Nobody was there. I found my car and drove home.”

	“Did you see anyone else?”

	“No. No one.”

	“Anything suspicious? Strange noises? A strange feeling?”

	RJ shook his head. “No. But I was half out of it.”

	“Shady Point? Where is that?” Sarna asked.

	“Not far from here,” Royce said. “Down at the base of Hikerman’s Hill. You pass it when you come into town. It’s a popular place for hiking and camping at certain times of the year.”

	“And what night was this?” she asked.

	Royce thought about it. “Five days ago.” It felt like weeks.

	“Meteors?” Sarna asked. “You go out in the woods to look at meteors?”

	“Good point,” said Royce.

	“We didn’t see shit,” RJ said.

	“Trees tend to block the view.”

	RJ shrugged. “It sounded like fun. Plus, the alcohol helped.”

	“I’m sure it did.”

	“Interesting,” Sarna said.

	“Why?” asked Royce.

	She started to speak, but paused. “Can I talk to you for a second?”

	Royce pursed his lips. “Something on your mind?”

	She inclined her head toward the teenager who was picking at the table, lost in his own thoughts.

	“Uh, RJ,” said Royce, getting the message. “Give us a second. Okay?”

	“Sure. Whatever.” He rested his forehead in his hands.

	Royce stood, and he and Sarna walked into Royce’s bedroom and closed the door. “What is it?” asked Royce.

	She spoke softly. “That’s the night Jasper and I arrived.”

	“Arrived?”

	She narrowed her eyes at him like he’d been kicked in the head. “Yes. You know. From…” She raised her hand and pointed upward.

	“So. What does that have to do with anything?”

	“That description you gave. Of Shady Point? Where the woman’s body was found?”

	“Yes. What about it?

	“That’s near where we landed.”

	“You landed your ship at Shady Point?”

	“Well, not in the middle of it, but close.”

	“Why there?”

	“You’d have to ask Jasper. He’s the pilot.”

	“But how? How were you not seen? How is the ship not visible?”

	“Don’t worry about that. We have technology that prevents the craft from being detected.”

	“You landed in a popular place. Why didn’t you just put her down in the center of town?”

	“Funny,” she said.

	“I don’t think so.”

	“You’re missing the point.”

	“What is the point?”

	“We were there the same night. As RJ. As the murder.”

	Royce stared at her as if she’d just said she’d descended from an ancient race of frogs. “What are you trying to tell me? Did you kill her?”

	She frowned. “Don’t be stupid. I know it’s hard. But try.”

	He sighed. “Enlighten me.”

	“I don’t know much about flying, but I do know that before we landed, we did a thorough check of the area. We don’t land if we suspect we might be detected.”

	Royce snorted. “Looks like your equipment could use some maintenance.”

	“We didn’t detect any issues at the time we landed.” She cocked her head. “Your friend must have already passed out by then. But…”

	“But what?”

	“If Jasper did a sweep of the area prior to or after, we might have caught something.”

	Royce considered what she was saying. “You mean you might know who did this?”

	She nodded. “Maybe. The ship scans the perimeter around the landing sight. It keeps track of movements. If we can look at the sweep from that night, it might show what happened.”

	“You mean if someone was being murdered, it wouldn’t have alerted you?”

	“It’s a ship. It’s doesn’t have a mind of its own.”

	“I thought you guys had advanced technologies.”

	“You watch too many science fiction movies.”

	Royce put his hands in his pockets. “You think we can get a look at this footage?”

	“Maybe. There’s just one problem.”

	He chuckled. “Just one?”

	“You pissed off the one man who could show it to you.”

	He rubbed his temples. “Jasper.”

	“Yes. Jasper.”

	Royce nodded. “Okay.”

	“Okay?” She crossed her arms. “What does that mean?”

	“This is what we’re going to do.”

	“What?” She leaned in and her closeness almost made him pull back. Instead, he found himself leaning in as well. 

	“We’re going to talk to Jasper.”

	That made her pull back. “And how do you plan to do that?”

	“Tonight. I have to drop you off, right? We’ll ask him to take a look for us. See what we see.”

	“What makes you think he’ll do it?”

	He straightened. “Because I asked him to.”

	“That may not carry much weight right now.”

	“I’m his brother. He’ll do it.” She raised a brow. “Plus. I’ll have you with me.”

	“Me?”

	“Yes. Don’t you plan on leaving tonight?”

	She huffed. “The moment I can.”

	“Then you can help me convince him.”

	“Why would I do that?”

	“Because I felt you in there.” He realized how that sounded. “I felt your energy,” he clarified.

	“You what?”

	“With RJ. You feel sympathy for him.”

	“Maybe I do. But I have no stake in this.”

	“Neither do I,” said Royce. “But it doesn’t change the fact that if RJ didn’t do it, then somebody’s gone to some trouble to make it look like he has. And that’s a person I’d like to find.” She stood and stared. “And I suspect,” he added. “That there’s something else about this that’s got you intrigued.”

	“Something else?”

	“It was hard to miss.”

	She hesitated. “What?”

	“Your brother.”

	Visibly tensing, she said, “What about him?”

	“RJ. He reminds you of him.”

	She opened her mouth to speak, but no words formed. Her eyes softened. “You’re more intuitive than you let on.”

	“I have my moments.”

	They stood quietly in the bedroom. The longer they stood there, the more he became aware of her nearness and the fact that they were alone together, and she wasn’t all that undesirable. In fact, with her shiny black hair, dark brown eyes, and alabaster skin, he realized she was rather striking. Surprised by the direction of his imagination, especially after Alice, he immediately cloaked his thoughts. He knew she would be able to pick up on them with ease.

	“So? You’ll help me convince him?”

	She paused, and he had the distinct feeling that her perusal of him was leading her imagination to run in a similar direction. The minute he felt it though, it evaporated. She cleared her throat. “Fine. I’ll help you. On one condition.”

	Royce pointed at her. “I’m not leaving with you.”

	“Just think about it. That’s all I’m asking.”

	“Sarna…”

	“That’s all I want.”

	He set his jaw. “And if my answer is still no?”

	She hesitated and glanced toward the closed door. “Don’t worry. I won’t take out my frustrations with you on your friend. I’ll still help him out.”

	“Great.” He scanned the room. “By the way…”

	She followed his gaze. “What?”

	“Before we go, you mind picking up a bit?” He motioned toward clothes in a pile on the floor. “You’re a slob.”

	He managed to escape the room before she threw something at him.

	 


Chapter Sixteen

	 

	 

	ROYCE SHUT THE door to his shed and slid the bolt closed. It didn’t have a padlock because living where he did, he had not seen the need for one.

	“You sure this is a good idea?” asked Sarna. The moon had ascended, and its light reflected in her eyes.

	Royce pushed on the shed door for good measure. “No. I’m not.”

	“The sheriff finds you with that shoe, and you’re in trouble.”

	Royce had taken the shoe from RJ’s trunk, put it in a plastic bag, and buried it in his shed. He’d sent RJ home, telling him to stay quiet and remain calm. “I know, but it can’t stay in RJ’s car.”

	A breeze blew, and Sarna brushed a hair away from her face. “You could have. You could have picked up the phone and explained everything to his dad.”

	Royce recalled RJ’s terrified face. He thought of Gus and Alice and how they could have called an ambulance. “I know, but that puts Rick in a tough place. I guess I took pity on the kid.”

	Sarna nodded. “Let’s go inside. Jasper should be in touch soon.”

	Royce followed her into the house.  Yawning, he walked into the kitchen and put on some coffee to brew. The night wasn’t over yet. Sarna sat on the couch. She’d packed her bag and it was sitting by the front door.

	Flipping on the machine, Royce listened to it percolate and rubbed his face. Fatigue and the events of the day made him feel as if he had weights tied to his body. It occurred to him the level he’d gone to help RJ, and he hoped he and the kid didn’t end up in jail.

	“Stop worrying,” said Sarna.

	Royce popped his head up. “What?”

	“You’re worried. About what you’ve done. To help him.”

	He nodded. “It’s hard not to. We don’t know who did this. If the killer’s a drifter, we’ll likely never know the truth.”

	“But what if they’re not?”

	“If they’re not…if they’re someone in town, then all they have to do is pick up the phone. Call the sheriff. Lead him to RJ.”

	“But that won’t matter,” said Sarna. “There’s nothing in RJ’s trunk.”

	“Not now. But the first thing they’ll do is talk to RJ.”

	Sarna stood and walked to the kitchen counter. “You think he’d tell them he came here?”

	“It’s his dad. I can’t ask him to lie to his father.”

	“What if they did come here? What would you do?”

	“I’m hoping it doesn’t come to that.” He crossed his arms. “I’m hoping your ship’s computer caught the killer in the act. Then we can get the police involved, find this guy and end this charade.”

	She nodded. “Don’t get your hopes up. This is a long shot at best. But if we do find something, how do you plan on revealing the evidence? You can’t exactly hand the sheriff a video of the crime without explaining where it came from.”

	Royce stretched his neck and stifled a yawn. Despite all that had happened that day, he knew if he went vertical, he’d be asleep within seconds. “We’ll…or I’ll deal with that when the time comes.”

	“You know there’s an easy solution to this.”

	He frowned at her, knowing what she wanted. “I’m not leaving with you.”

	She cocked her head. “You sure? We can dump all the evidence. You fly away. And there’s nothing to tie RJ to the crime. It’s a win for everyone.”

	“Except me.”

	Her eyebrows furrowed. “What are you so afraid of?”

	The question caught him off guard. “Afraid?” He reached for two coffee cups in the drainer.

	“Aside from the fact that you’re leaving your home and family. I get that. It’s not easy. But I sense there’s more going on here.”

	He studied her and knew she was reading him. He thought about cloaking his thoughts, but didn’t see the point. “More? Of course there’s more. You two want me to lead a High Council on another planet. What makes you think I know anything about leading anyone?”

	“Because of who you are. You’re the High Child.”

	 He put the cups down on the counter. “Big deal. There’ve been plenty of sons who’ve messed up what their fathers did before them.”

	“Is that what you’re afraid of? Screwing up?”

	He studied her. It was dark outside and the only light in the house was from a lamp in the living room. It softly lit her face. “No. I’m more worried about being shot on sight the moment I show myself.” While the coffee still dripped, he walked out of the kitchen, opened the back door, and went outside on the porch. The soft breeze blew against his face and he took a deep breath. He secretly hoped Sarna would not follow him but then she spoke from behind him.

	“That won’t happen.”

	He sighed. “How do you know that? Roma is not going to give up power so easily.”

	Sarna started to answer, but stopped when there was a shuffling noise. It was not the sound of the wind or the murmur of crickets. “What’s that?”

	Royce cocked his head. The shuffling became scraping and then he heard a low, deep huff.

	Sarna came up next to him. “What?”

	“Shhh.” He held up a hand.

	She stilled, and he pointed. “Look. Beyond the trees.”

	Squinting, she stared. “I don’t see…” There was movement, and she sucked in a breath. “It’s a bear.”

	The large animal, nose low to the ground, encroached on the house, seemingly oblivious to Royce and Sarna.

	Sarna gripped the porch rail. “Shouldn’t we go inside?”

	“Watch.” It was not the same bear Royce had hid from earlier. This one was smaller and its fur, from what Royce could see, looked darker. The bear lumbered into the trees that bordered Royce’s back yard, and Sarna visibly tensed.

	“Royce…”

	“Wait.”

	The bear stopped at a thick tree and began to paw at the ground. Its large claws pulled up leaves and scattered dirt until it found what it was looking for. Its mouth gripped an object, and the bear sat back on its haunches and began to eat.

	“Is that an apple?” asked Sarna.

	“Yes. Bears love ‘em.” The bear finished the treat and then begin to look for more. “It’s not uncommon for them to come around at night for a snack.” He wondered where his bear was.

	They watched for a minute as the bear ate. “That’s amazing,” said Sarna. “He’s beautiful.”

	“It’s probably a she. She’s smaller.”

	“She’s making me hungry. You got any apples left?”

	He smiled. “You’re welcome to go grab one. I’m sure she’ll share.”

	“I bet you’d like that.”

	He chuckled.

	After a few minutes, the bear had its fill and slowly walked back into the night. Sarna leaned against the rail. “I can see why you like this place.”

	The sounds of the forest returned to normal. “It’s peaceful.”

	“You can find peace on Eudora, too, you know.”

	He shut his eyes. “Can’t we talk about something else?” He looked at his watch. “Shouldn’t Jasper be ready by now?”

	He startled when his phone rang. He picked it up and read the display. Sheriff Rick was calling. A chill ran down his back.

	“Who is it?”

	Royce hesitated. “RJ’s dad.”

	They glanced at each other for a moment before Royce raised the phone and answered the call. “Hello?”

	Listening, Royce was relieved when Rick failed to mention RJ. But as the sheriff continued to speak, Royce’s blood ran cold.  Sarna saw his expression and certainly felt his reaction.

	“What is it?” she asked, stepping closer. “What’s wrong?”

	Royce answered the sheriff’s questions blankly, barely able to think. “I don’t know,” he said into the phone. “Yes. I’m on my way.” He hung up, feeling numb.

	Sarna looked paler too. “No.” She shook her head. “It’s Jasper, isn’t it?”

	Royce swallowed. “Yes.”

	He felt sure her stricken face matched his own. “Is he alive?”

	Feeling the guilt begin to build, Royce slipped the phone into his pocket. “Yes, barely. He’s in the hospital.”

	Sarna’s jaw dropped. “Hospital? What happened?” 

	“A patrol found him in the woods. Near where the first victim was found. Someone tried to cave his head in with a rock.”

	She covered her mouth with her hand. “What? How did they know to contact you?

	“They found a picture of me in his pocket.”

	“Jasper.” She looked lost, as if she’d been told she could never go home.

	“Come on. Let’s go.” He moved to find his keys. “We’re heading to the hospital.”

	 


Chapter Seventeen

	 

	 

	THEY DROVE INTO the city and arrived at the hospital about an hour after hearing from the sheriff. Royce walked into the emergency room with Sarna right behind him. He approached a nurse behind a counter but was stopped by a voice from behind.

	“Royce?”

	Royce turned to see the sheriff. He wore his standard uniform and held his hat. His belt buckle reflected the fluorescent light in the room.

	“Rick?” asked Royce. “How is he?”

	Sarna stood beside Royce and waited for the sheriff to answer. Rick glanced at Sarna before answering. “He’s still with the doctors. I haven’t heard anything else.” He turned his hat in circles in his hands.

	“How can you not know anything?” Sarna asked. “Where is he? I want to see him.”

	Royce placed a gentle hand on her arm. “We have to wait. Let the doctors evaluate him.”

	Sarna pulled away. “Evaluate him? What are they going to do to him? They might hurt him.” She looked past the sheriff down the hallway. “Where is he?”

	The sheriff watched her, and Royce knew the man’s mind was swirling with questions. “This is Sarna, Rick. She’s a friend of Jasper’s. The man who’s injured.”

	Rick nodded and tipped his head toward Sarna. Sarna barely acknowledged him. “You mind if I ask how you know the victim? Why was your picture in his pocket?”

	Royce anticipated Rick’s questions. He figured the truth was the best way to respond. “He’s my brother.”

	Rick’s eyes widened. “Your brother?”

	Royce nodded. “That’s why I had to leave suddenly last week.” He glanced at Sarna, who looked like a caged antelope anxious for escape. “I didn’t even know he existed.”

	“That’s why he had your picture?”

	“Yes.”

	“I can’t wait here,” said Sarna, who moved around the sheriff. “I have to see him.”

	The sheriff extended an arm to stop her progress. “Hold up, ma’am.”

	Sarna stopped. “This is silly.”

	“Sarna,” said Royce. “We have to wait.”

	“What are we waiting for? He’s being treated, isn’t he? What’s taking so long?”

	Rick glanced at Royce with curious eyes.

	“They’ll have to do tests,” said Royce. “It takes time to evaluate a head injury.” He waited and hoped she understood.

	She threw out her hands. “Why don’t you just scan him?”

	Royce inwardly cringed, and the sheriff’s face furrowed. “It’s not like that.”

	“Scan him?” asked Rick. “You mean like an MRI?”

	Sarna raised an eyebrow. “What is that? Will that heal him?”

	“That’s exactly what she means,” said Royce stepping in. He shot a warning glare at Sarna, sending a clear signal with his thoughts. Hoping she got the message, he turned back toward Rick. “So what happened to him? Do you know?”

	The question successfully distracted Rick from Sarna’s strange behavior. “Just what I told you on the phone. We’ve had officers walk through that area of the woods keeping an eye out. One of them found your brother. He was unconscious and bleeding. It looked like he’d been hit with a rock.”

	“But why him?” Sarna asked.

	Rick shrugged. “I was hoping one of you could tell me that. Any idea why someone would want to harm him?”

	“No,” Royce said.

	“What was he doing in those woods?” asked the sheriff.

	Royce kept his face passive, but he looked at Sarna, warning her again with his eyes to stay quiet, but she answered anyway.

	“They had a fight.”

	Rick’s face furrowed. “Who?”

	She cocked her head at Royce. “Him and Jasper.”

	Royce shook his head but didn’t speak.

	“About what?”

	Sarna glanced at Royce, and Royce could almost hear her voice in his head. “Over their father.” She sighed. “They have differing opinions about the man.”

	“And where do you fit in? How do you know the victim?”

	Sarna was unfazed by his questions. “His name is Jasper. I’ve known him since we were kids. He wanted to reach out to his half-brother Royce, but was afraid to do it. I told him I’d help him.”

	The sheriff nodded, seemingly satisfied. “But why the woods?”

	“The woods?’” asked Royce.

	“Why’d he go there? Specifically to Shady Point?”

	Royce looked at Sarna.

	She answered immediately. “We stopped there briefly on our way here. Jasper likes the woods. It would be like him to go there to let off some steam.”

	The sheriff rubbed his neck. “Hmm.” He crossed his arms. “Unfortunately, he picked the wrong spot.”

	“You think that this has something to do with the murdered woman?” Royce asked.

	Rick scratched his jaw. “I don’t know. But it’s highly coincidental that we now have two victims attacked in the same place.”

	“So he was found where the woman was killed?” asked Sarna, her eyes pointed.

	“You know about that?”

	“It’s hard to keep that quiet in a small town,” answered Royce.

	Still holding his hat, the sheriff put his hands on his hips. “How long have you and your brother been in town?”

	Royce knew that if Rick kept asking questions, that at some point, their answers would become trickier. He opened his mouth to answer but was interrupted.

	“Sheriff?”

	They all three looked to see a doctor enter the room. He wore green scrubs, which looked relatively clean, although they were wrinkled. He stopped and rested a palm on the counter of the nurse’s station.

	“Doctor?” asked Royce, who walked closer.

	Sarna immediately spoke. “Are you treating Jasper? How is he? Where is he? I need to see him.”

	The doctor almost stepped back at Sarna’s approach. “Jasper?” he asked. “Are you a relative?”

	“That’s his name, doctor,” said Rick. “Jasper…” He looked at Royce.

	“Jasper Fiss,” said Royce. He realized then that if the sheriff did any sort of background check, that he’d only become more suspicious when he found nothing. “He’s my half-brother.”

	“Please let me see him,” Sarna said. “Where is he?”

	The doctor shook his head. “He’s got a serious head injury. He’s unconscious. His brain is swelling and we’re monitoring it closely. If it gets worse, he’ll need surgery.”

	“Surgery?” asked Sarna. “No. You can’t do that.”

	“Sarna…” said Royce.

	“His brain is pressing against his skull,” said the doctor. “If it doesn’t stop, we’ll need to relieve the pressure. Otherwise, it will lead to serious and potentially permanent complications. At a minimum, this sort of trauma can result in motor and speech impairment and memory loss if not treated quickly, and at worse coma or death if not treated properly. We’re keeping a close eye on him.”

	“There have to be other ways besides surgery,” said Sarna, her eyes pleading. “You’ll kill him.”

	“On the contrary, ma’am. We’re trying to save him.”

	“What’s the prognosis?” asked Rick.

	The doctor grimaced and stretched his back. His red eyes revealed his fatigue. “Right now, we’ve moved him into the ICU. He’s on a ventilator to help him breathe. We’ll monitor him and hope the swelling doesn’t worsen. If he’s lucky and doesn’t decline, he should come around in a day or two and then we’ll know more. If he doesn’t improve and the swelling progresses, we’ll do surgery to relieve the pressure.”

	“Royce…” Sarna walked up and took his hand. The gesture surprised him. “We can’t let that happen. Trust me. We have to get him out of here.”

	The doctor watched their exchange. “I know we’re not a big hospital, ma’am. But we have everything we need here to treat him. We’ll do everything we can to avoid surgery. But believe me, if we do it, it will be to keep him alive.”

	Royce realized Sarna’s concerns had nothing to do with the hospital they were in. He didn’t understand it, but based on what he felt from her, he knew there were other issues to consider. He squeezed her hand in reassurance and tried to communicate empathically with her. “We’ll figure it out, Sarna. Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, but if it does, we’ll decide what to do then.”

	Her upturned face revealed a rare vulnerability which he knew did not come lightly. He nodded at her, and he felt her squeeze his hand in return.

	Royce noted how the sheriff studied them and realized how it looked. He figured at some point the sheriff would have more questions, but he’d have to deal with that later. “Can we see him?” he asked the doctor.

	The doctor nodded. “Head up to the ICU on the fourth floor. Once they get him settled, you should be able to visit for a few minutes.”

	“A few minutes?” asked Sarna. “That’s it?”

	The doctor waved a hand. “The ICU has various restrictions. Just talk to the nurses upstairs. They’ll let you know the rules.”

	“Rules?” asked Sarna. “Why are there rules? He needs us by his side. It’s important.”

	“Talk to the nurses. They’ll tell you what to do.”

	“But—”

	“Sarna,” said Royce. “Don’t worry. We’ll see him.”

	“We’ll need his clothes,” said Rick.

	“Clothes? What for?” Sarna asked.

	“This is a police investigation,” said the sheriff. “If he put up a fight, there might be DNA evidence.”

	“I think the nurse bagged them,” replied the doctor. “They probably brought them up to the ICU. I’ll make sure you get them.”

	“Thanks,” said Rick.

	“We have to go upstairs,” Sarna said. She pulled on Royce’s arm. “Now.”

	“Okay. You need anything else from us, Rick?” He didn’t want to look like he was hiding anything.

	Rick shook his head. His eyes looked as heavy with fatigue as the doctor’s. “I’ll catch up to you. Go check on your brother.”

	Royce nodded. “Thanks, Rick. You know where to find us.”

	“I’ll tell RJ you’re back in town. He’ll be glad to hear it.”

	Royce wasn’t sure how to respond, but the way Sarna kept pulling on him made it hard to give a lengthy answer. “Yeah. He’s welcome to visit anytime.”

	Following Sarna, he turned and headed toward the elevator.

	 

	**

	 

	Upstairs, after speaking to a nurse and being told to wait, Royce sat next to an anxious Sarna and asked the question plaguing him. “Will the doctor’s find anything suspicious about Jasper?”

	Sarna stared at the door to the ICU as if expecting Jasper to walk through it any moment. “Like what?” 

	He lowered his voice. “Like he’s from another planet?”

	“You’ve been to the doctor before. Have they found anything strange about you?”

	Royce thought back to the number of times his mother had taken him to the ER for a myriad of injuries. “No.”

	“Well, unless they plan to do some sort of in depth DNA testing on him, then no, they won’t find anything.”

	Royce nodded, pleased that there was one less thing to worry about. He sat in a chair and Sarna paced the room quietly while they waited forty-five minutes.

	Finally, a nurse arrived and ushered them behind two big, white, sliding doors. They passed a sprawling counter, with three nurses behind it, all looking busy. One held a pen and studied a chart, and another typed on a keyboard in front of a computer screen. Their vantage point allowed them easy access to any area on the floor. Royce followed the nurse who ushered them into a room that contained numerous machines, most of which made a beeping or whooshing sound. Jasper lay in the middle of it all amongst a sea of tubes and wires. He was covered by a blanket and looked small in the bed. A breathing tube protruded from his mouth and a ventilator pumped oxygen in slow rhythmic pulses. His eyes looked sunken, and his skin had a gray tinge.

	Sarna approached the bed and gripped the handrail. Royce stood next to her. It was hard to see the man who had just been eating at his table and arguing with him, now looking so weak and vulnerable.

	“This is barbaric,” whispered Sarna.

	“What?”

	“What are they doing to him?” She waved at the equipment. “What is all this?”

	“They’re keeping him alive,” said Royce.

	“They’re killing him.”

	“He has a head injury. He’ll die without treatment.”

	She shook her head. “You don’t understand.” She turned away from the bed.

	“Understand what?” She began to open cabinets and drawers. “What are you doing?”

	“His things. I need to find them.”

	“The sheriff wants them.”

	“I don’t care about the sheriff.” She slammed the drawers shut and opened a small closet. There was a bag hanging from a hangar. “Here…” She grabbed the bag and took it down.

	“What are you doing?”

	She dug through the bag, ignoring the clothes. “Here it is.” She pulled out a watch.

	“What do you need his watch for?” He pointed at the wall. “There’s a clock right there.”

	“I don’t care about the time.” She turned the watch over and pushed a concealed button. Royce was surprised when the back opened to reveal a tiny opening. Inside were several small white pills. She popped two out and closed the container. She put the watch in her pocket. “Help me,” she said.

	“Help you what?”

	She walked up to Jasper and grabbed his jaw.

	“What are you doing?”

	“I have to get these in his mouth.”

	“He’s unconscious.”

	“It doesn’t matter. They’ll dissolve, and he’ll absorb them.”

	“Do you know what you’re doing?”

	She froze and shot a worried stare at Royce. “He’s a Red-Line, Royce. Our sensitivities make us more susceptible. This planet is not good for either of us. These pills help us acclimate. Without them, neither of us will last long.” She rubbed Jasper’s arm. “But with an injury like this…” She squeezed his wrist. “I don’t know if there’s enough pills to get him through.”

	“But they’re treating him…”

	“With earthly means. It’s very traumatic to our systems. At some point, it will become too much. He’ll start to deteriorate.”

	She continued to hold the pills, waiting for him. He realized the implications of what she said. Jasper might not survive. He walked up to the bed. “What do you need me to do?”

	“Help me hold his mouth open. It’s harder with the tube. But the pills are small. I can get them in.”

	Royce did as she asked. He held Jasper’s jaw while she adjusted the tape and dropped the pills into Jasper’s mouth. He let go and stepped back. “What next?”

	“We have to figure out how to get him out of here.”

	Royce couldn’t help but chuckle. “What are you talking about?”

	Sarna waved her hands. “Look at all this. It’s awful. It’s breaking him down bit by bit. And he’ll never make it through a surgery.”

	Royce eyed the watch she wore. “Do you take these pills too?”

	“Of course. Once a day. We won’t last long in this environment without them.”

	“How many do you have?”

	She eyed Jasper with worry. “We brought enough, but not for something like this. He’ll need much more.”

	“How would you treat him on Eudora?”

	She pointed at the machines. “Certainly not with any of this. We have people who are medical empaths. They can sense injuries and illness and make diagnoses.”

	Royce blinked. He tried to imagine what she meant. “Wait. They just wave their hands and they’re healed?”

	“It’s possible, yes. Depending on the injury.”

	“And who is doing all this healing?”

	“There are Red-Lines who have the ability. It’s rare, but it does occur. They can evaluate the problem and often heal it on the spot.”

	“Really?”

	“Yes.” Her eyes widened, and she gripped the handrail on Jasper’s bed. “Your sisters.”

	He raised an eyebrow. “What about them?”

	“Do they have it?”

	“Have what?”

	She huffed. “The gift. The ability to heal?”

	He thought of Gillian and Eve. Although they had some unique gifts, healing was not one of them. “No. They don’t.” A memory flashed in his mind. “I think Eve healed a dog once.”

	Sarna shook her head. “It’s not the same. Animal healers are different. We need someone more advanced.”

	Royce pulled up Jasper’s blanket. “We’re on Earth, Sarna.”

	“Then we have no other choice. I have to get him out of here and back on the ship. I have to take him home.”

	He wasn’t sure how to respond. “How do you propose we do that? Look at him. We can’t move him. And the moment we do, the medical staff will know. Sheriff Rick will arrest us before we get out of the lobby.”

	Her eyes glistened with unshed tears. “We don’t have a choice. I can’t let him die. I’ve already lost a brother. I can’t lose him too.”

	Her fear was palpable, and he identified with it. He knew how he’d feel if his sisters were in jeopardy. He’d do whatever it took to keep them alive. “There has to be another way.” He sighed and pushed Jasper’s IV stand a few inches back. The room felt small with all the machines. “Why don’t we wait? See if he responds to the pills.”

	“Because every day he will get weaker with all this stuff attached to him and the medication they’ll give him. It will slowly kill him. The pills will only slow his inevitable decline. So unless you’ve got access to some secret Red-Line you’ve been hiding who has the healing ability, we’ve got to get him out of here. Tonight. I’ve got to fly him home.” She wrung her hands and bit her lip.

	Royce tried to imagine them wheeling Jasper down the corridor past the nurse’s station. “I thought you didn’t know how to fly.”

	“I know enough to start up the ship. After that, it’s all up to auto pilot. Not ideal, but it will have to do.” 

	His mind reeling, Royce opened his mouth to speak, but no sound emerged. How in the hell did she think they were going to disengage Jasper from all these machines, sneak him out of the hospital, get him to a space ship in the woods, and fly him out, without being discovered? “Sarna…”

	“What?” She stood unmoving in the room, leaving little room for discussion. It reminded him of his sisters’ responses when he’d told them one year he was considering spending Christmas in the woods camping, instead of at home. He’d quickly changed his mind.

	“There’s absolutely no way…” A thought occurred to him and he froze.

	“What is it?”

	The idea grew.

	“Royce?”

	The memory flickered and blossomed. Royce recalled what his father had confided to him during his last visit. He’d told Royce of another group of Eudorans that lived on Earth. A community of Gray-Lines. Only a few hours away. Galen had also mentioned the group before almost killing Royce. 

	Royce had been curious but had never investigated the community. For some reason, he’d felt uncertain knowing there were others like him. He could not envision what he would say if he came into contact with them. But after what happened with Galen, he’d decided it was worth the trip to see for himself. His father had told him where they lived.

	He didn’t plan to introduce himself, but if others like him and his sisters existed on Earth, then maybe Royce could eventually summon the nerve to meet them and he could get some answers to some long overdue questions. Based on what his father had told him, there were no Red-Lines among them. But Galen had suggested otherwise, making Royce believe there was more to their story.

	Following his instincts and using his energetic gifts, he’d driven about three hours, taken some back roads, and feeling pulled to a certain location, he’d wound up outside a one-story house on a small wooded lot. Something or someone in the house had drawn him, as if Royce was a magnet and the source a huge refrigerator.

	He’d parked on the street, far enough away to not look suspicious, but close enough to see the home through the trees. He didn’t know what the appeal was of that particular house, but something about it felt comfortable to him.

	After waiting an hour, he’d finally seen a woman, with a baby in her arms, emerge from the home. She walked outside to get the mail. She looked tall, had shoulder length brown hair, and a lithe frame. Her child looked to be around six to eight months. While she retrieved her mail, a man also emerged from the front door, carrying another child approximately the same age. The man was slightly taller, with dark wavy hair and a lean, muscular build. The child he held was crying. 

	The woman closed the mailbox and turned toward the man, who Royce presumed was her husband. They talked and the man pointed to the child’s hand. They switched children and the woman took the wailing child’s hand in hers. There was a brief pause. Within seconds, the child quieted and stopped crying. The woman smiled, kissed the baby’s fingers, and they all walked back toward the house. They looked like a happy family, and Royce couldn’t help but feel somewhat envious of the couple. He’d opened up his senses and could feel the mutual love and affection between the two.

	As he watched, a flare of electric current zipped through him when the woman stopped as she reached the porch. Her husband went inside, but she turned and stared toward the street. Still holding her baby, her eyes scanned the area before stopping on his car. He froze when he realized she’d sensed him. Despite the distance, they made eye contact. Feeling exposed, he started the car and pulled away, but before leaving, he saw a message clearly in his mind’s eye—it was a name and a phone number. He’d left the scene and never looked back.

	“Royce,” said Sarna. “What is it?”

	Royce shook his head from the memory. At that moment, what he’d seen the woman do, what he’d sensed from her, and how she’d reacted to him, suddenly all made sense.

	“Royce…”

	He whipped his head toward Sarna. “A Red-Line who heals…”

	“What?”

	The name and phone number flashed in his head. The woman had known exactly what she was doing. She’d sensed him and had tried to communicate with him. He dropped his jaw. “I think I know one.”

	 


Chapter Eighteen

	 

	 

	SARNA STARED BACK at him as if he’d just told her that they would be having steak for dinner. “What do you mean?”

	“I mean,” he said, “I know a Red-Line.”

	She squinted her eyes. “Where? Here?”

	“Yes,” he answered.

	She furrowed her brow. “Are you okay?” 

	“I’m fine.”

	“How could there possibly be a Red-Line here? On Earth? Besides you and your sisters?”

	“The same way it’s possible that we’re here is the same way it’s possible that she’s here.”

	She hesitated. “Are you saying that someone else traveled from Eudora and had children with a human?”

	“It happened with me. Why not with her?”

	Her eyes widened. “It’s not your father is it?”

	He grunted. “No, of course not. I’m not exactly sure how she got here. I’m just making assumptions. What I do know is that my father told me about a community of Gray-Lines that live here. Galen mentioned it too.”

	“Galen?” she asked. “How would he know about it?”

	“Well, if Dad knew, then why wouldn’t Galen? Galen told us that after he killed me and my sisters, he planned one more stop before he left Earth. He said there was another Red he would have to remove because of mixed lineage.”

	“Mixed?”

	“Yes. Half-human, half-Eudoran.”

	She shook her head. “There’s a whole community of Gray-Lines here?”

	“Yes. After Galen’s death, I got curious and traveled up there. I watched a woman.” He thought back. “She had a child. The child was crying as if she’d been hurt. The woman took her, and the child stopped crying.” The memory made him shiver as the pieces connected. “I think the woman healed her.”

	Sarna’s knuckles turned white as she gripped the handrail. “You think or you know?”

	Royce wasn’t sure how to answer. It was hard to say. But based on what he’d seen and felt that day, he felt fairly confident that he was right. “She spoke to me. In my head.”

	Sarna drew in a breath. “Telepathically?”

	“Yes.”

	“She has to be a Red-Line. What did she say?”

	“She gave me her name and phone number.”

	Sarna’s mouth dropped open. “Well, what are you waiting for?”

	Just then, a nurse popped her head in the room. “Sorry,” she said. “Visitation in the ICU is fifteen minutes every hour.”

	“That’s it?” asked Sarna. She glanced at Jasper. “But I don’t want to leave him.”

	“I’m sorry,” said the nurse. “We limit visitation for patients with brain trauma. You can visit fifteen minutes every hour.”

	“Come on,” said Royce “We’ll stay in the waiting room. We’ll come back in an hour.”

	“You won’t do anything to him, will you?” Sarna asked the nurse.

	The nurse pursed her lips. “Nothing harmful.” She walked to the closet and picked up the bag of Jasper’s clothes. “The sheriff has asked for his belongings.”

	“That’s fine,” Royce said. “Come on, Sarna.”

	“But this is silly. Why can’t we stay?”

	“Hospital rules,” said the nurse.

	“But he needs our help…” said Sarna.

	“Don’t worry,” said the nurse. “He’s getting excellent care.”

	Royce took her elbow. “Come on. We have a phone call to make.”

	Her head shot up and she nodded. She reached down and took Jasper’s hand and squeezed it. “Don’t worry Jasper. We’re going to get you some help. Just hang in there.”

	The nurse waited as Sarna and Royce walked out. They returned to the ICU waiting area. The bland colors of the walls and furniture matched their somber mood.

	Royce pulled out his cell phone and held it. He hesitated.

	“What’s wrong?” asked Sarna.

	He sat down in a chair. “What exactly am I supposed to say?”

	Sarna sat next to him. “How about the truth?”

	He rubbed his thumb over his cell. “What if I’m wrong?”

	“Do you think you’re wrong?”

	He took a second, but then shook his head. “No. I don’t think I am.”

	“Then make the call.”

	Royce recalled the number the woman had delivered to him. The numbers were etched into his thoughts like a scar on his skin. Taking a deep breath, he dialed the number and brought the phone to his ear. He could feel himself begin to sweat.

	It rang three times before he heard the audible click of the phone being answered. There was a brief silence, and Royce held his breath.  Then a woman’s voice, soft but serious. “I was wondering when you would call.”

	 

	**

	 

	Sarah Ramsey held the phone to her ear. The moment it rang, a shiver ran down her spine and she knew who it was. Sitting at her breakfast table, the memory flashed in her mind of the day she’d sensed the man in a car on her street. She’d been outside, holding her son Ethan when her husband, John had emerged from the house holding Rosie. Her blonde hair shone in the sun, but her tear-stained face was clouded with pain. Sarah could feel her distress, and John told her how her finger had been caught in a door. He’d looked and felt almost more upset than Rosie. Sarah had given Ethan to John and took her daughter. Holding the child’s hand, Sarah had summoned the healing energy she’d harnessed since her Shift had occurred almost two years earlier. Rosie’s tears stopped.  Sarah kissed her daughter’s fingers, and they returned to the house. But before entering, Sarah had stopped and turned on the porch. Something had felt different, as if a long-lost relative had arrived. Someone with similar energy to her own. There was a momentary twist of fear as she recalled the last time she’d encountered someone who was like her. But that lasted only a second. 

	She’d scanned the street, eyeing each car, and she’d seen him. He was sitting behind the wheel of a red pick-up parked beneath a large leafy tree. He pressed back against the seat the moment she saw him, as if the shadows would conceal him. Tuning in telepathically, Sarah sensed that he meant no harm; he was only curious. 

	Curious herself, she probed further, and was shocked when she recognized why he felt so familiar. Her jaw dropping, she realized he was a Red-Line, like her. She stared and knew he felt her surprise. He’d started up the car, but before he could leave, she’d quickly sent him a message. A way to contact her. She wondered if that was the best thing to do. She didn’t know him, and her husband would probably not appreciate his wife sending out her name and number to a strange man. But the man’s curiosity, as well as his conflict, had convinced her. She’d watched him drive away.

	Now, months later, the familiar sensation had returned. The man in the car was calling. John was in the other room, putting the twins down for their nap. Sarah stared at the phone as it rang, and she answered. Hesitating, she listened on the phone and waited for the stranger to respond. Tuning in, she felt no threat, but could still feel his conflict. How the two of them existed was a question he likely wanted an answer to. So did she.

	“Hello?” she asked after there was no answer to her initial response. “You there?”

	“Yes. I’m here,” he finally said. His voice was just above a whisper.

	Sarah bounced her knee. “What’s your name?”

	He cleared his throat. “Royce. Royce Fletcher.”

	“I’m Sarah Ramsey.”

	“You’re the woman on the porch?”

	“You’re the man in the car?”

	She heard a shaky breath. “Sorry about that.”

	“Don’t worry about it. How’d you find me?”

	There was a pause. “That’s a long story.”

	She nodded her head in understanding. “I’m sure you’re curious about me.”

	“Yes. Very.”

	She paused and considered her next move. “Would you like to meet?” He was quiet, but Sarah could hear a distinct female voice in the background. “Is someone else with you?”

	He sighed into the phone. “Yes.” He paused. “Don’t worry. She’s like us.”

	Sarah sat up in her seat. “Really?” She thought of her history with other Red-Lines. “Someone you trust?”

	Another shaky sigh. “Yes. I trust them.”

	“Them?” she asked. This story was getting stranger by the second. “What exactly is going on?”

	She knew he could feel her wariness. “I’ll explain everything,” he said. “You have nothing to fear. But I’ll be honest. We need your help.”

	His concern drifted through the phone. “What do you need?”

	Her husband, John Ramsey, came into the room. His dark hair was ruffled, his shirt was wrinkled and there was dried food on his collar, but he always looked good to her. “Kiddos are down,” he said. She nodded at him.

	The man on the phone hesitated, but finally asked, “Correct me if I’m wrong, but that day, in your front yard, you healed your child. Yes?”

	The question surprised her. Apparently this man was quite capable. “Yes, I did.”

	“Who’s on the phone?” asked John. He sat beside her and flicked the food off his shirt.

	“My friend,” said the man, “the one who’s here with me now. She has another friend with her. They’re visiting.”

	A tingle ran down her spine. “Visiting? From where?” She held her breath and looked at John. His eyebrows knitted together.

	“You know where.”

	Sarah reached out and took John’s hand. His look turned worried. “What is it?”

	Sarah wasn’t sure what to say. “How is that possible?”

	“Listen,” said the man. “I know this is crazy. I think it’s crazy. But, in a nutshell, they came to see me. There’s two of them. But one of them is injured, and we’re in the hospital. He won’t survive his treatment. Without help, he’ll die.”

	Understanding dawned and Sarah eyed her husband. “You want me to come there?”

	There was a brief pause. “Can you? I promise. I’ll explain everything when you’re here.”

	John quirked up an eyebrow at her. “What the hell is going on?”

	She spoke into the phone. “Tell me where you are.”

	 


Chapter Nineteen

	 

	 

	SARNA AND ROYCE, weary and fatigued after a long day, walked back in to Royce’s house. After speaking with Sarah, they’d stayed at the hospital, sitting with Jasper when they could and giving him additional pills until visiting hours had ended at eight o’clock. Sarah would not arrive until the next morning, and they planned to meet her at the hospital.

	On the way home, they’d stopped for a bite to eat and made it back to Royce’s cabin at ten o’clock. Exhausted, they sat at the dining table.

	Royce eyed Sarna’s tired features. “You take my room tonight. I’ll sleep in the guest bedroom.”

	“Hmm?” asked Sarna. Her far off stare shifted toward him.

	“You’re tired. You should go to bed. It’s a big day tomorrow.”

	She nodded and studied him. “You look tired too.”

	Royce thought about his day. He’d woken up this morning to find Alice gone, only to return home to find two strangers in his house who were from another planet. One was his half-brother and the other a woman who seemed to enjoy irritating him.  They’d argued and his brother had walked off and got his head bashed in and was now in a hospital bed—his only hope a female Red-Line who Royce knew nothing about, but who apparently had the power to heal. All of this after being attacked by a bear and a snake only a few days before along with helping RJ hide a murdered woman’s shoe.

	“Tired?” he asked. “I don’t know how I’m still standing.” He rubbed a hand over his pounding head.

	“I bet,” she said. “You should pack tomorrow. After you’ve had some rest.”

	He lifted his weary brows. “Pack? For what?”

	She pursed her lips. “For when we leave.”

	He squinted. “The hospital?”

	She shook her head. “No. The Earth.”

	“But I’m not leaving the Earth.”

	She shifted toward him. “But I thought…”

	“You thought what?”

	She straightened. “I thought you’d reconsidered.”

	“Since when?”

	“Since we talked.”

	“Talked? About what?”

	“I told you that you had nothing to worry about. You would be safe.”

	“That’s great. But that doesn’t mean I changed my mind.”

	She stood. “Even after what happened to Jasper?”

	Royce considered himself level-headed, but his fatigue was wearing him down. “What does that have to do with anything?”

	She walked into the kitchen and crossed her arms. “This planet is so toxic. How do you stand it here? Don’t you want to go someplace else?”

	Royce rose out of his seat. “Yes. Like your planet sounds so welcoming. I suspect I’m more likely to get slaughtered than greeted with open arms.”

	“To kill a High Child is treason. Anyone stupid enough to do that won’t live long.”

	“If you find them.”

	She raised a brow. “Are you kidding? We are intuitive, empathic, and telepathic. You can’t keep that kind of secret where we come from.”

	“Thoughts can be cloaked.”

	“It’s hard to stay cloaked all the time and with everyone. It’s not a permanent shield. And with the kind of scrutiny that crime would garner, it would only be a matter of time.”

	“So, you’re saying I’d be safe?”

	“From death? Probably.”

	“And I should take your word for it? That makes me feel so much better.”

	She clenched her jaw. “You are so stubborn.”

	“You are so aggravating.”

	“I’m not aggravating. I’m passionate. I tell you what I think.”

	Royce figured that Sarna was tired too, which was only fueling her own irritation, but he didn’t care. He squared his shoulders. “Believe me. I know. I could deal with a little less of what you think.”

	Her mouth dropped open. “You need to hear it, whether you like it or not.” She pointed at him. “And what I think is that you’re scared. Scared to fail. Scared you won’t measure up to your father.”

	Royce’s frustration inched higher. “Listen. I’ve had a long day. I’ve listened to your and Jasper’s pitch about how great it would be to be a supreme leader. I’ve put up with your disparaging remarks about this planet. About what we eat and how abhorrent we all are. But what I’m really sick of is how you seem to think you know everything about my relationship with my dad. My feelings about my father are between the two of us, and they are none of your business.”

	“And what I’m sick of is your incessant need to stick your head in the sand. We have a real crisis here.”

	He stepped around the table. “If anyone’s head belongs in the sand, it’s yours. At least that way you wouldn’t be able to talk.”

	Her face flushed. “You’re so ignorant about what’s at stake here.”

	He narrowed his eyes and his muscles strained further. “I’m ignorant? You’re the one living in some sort of fairy tale. You think if I do what you want, that it will change everything. That your world will become exactly as you want it. It doesn’t work that way. Bringing me back changes nothing. There will still be conflict. Maybe even war. And it sure as hell won’t bring your brother back.”

	Her face went from red to white and she stilled. “My brother had more integrity in his palm than you have in your whole body. He was a better man than you will ever be.” She shook her head. “Maybe that’s why your father visited so rarely. He knew you could never be the man to take his place.”

	It was Royce’s turn to turn pale. He opened his mouth to speak, but shut it, knowing whatever he said would only be cruel and unnecessary. Breathing hard, he willed himself to stay calm. He took a measured, deep breath and stepped back. “I think we’ve both said enough.” He pushed a dining chair out of the way and slammed it into the table. Sarna jumped with the noise. “I’m going to bed.” He walked toward the guest room, wishing he could punch something.

	“Royce…”

	“Good night.” Without looking back, he flipped off the kitchen lights, entered the guest room, and shut the door, leaving her in darkness.

	 

	**

	 

	The next morning, Royce made coffee, and they sipped in silence, neither mentioning their argument. Royce preferred it that way. Thoughts of hospital bills and potential questions about Jasper’s background had kept him awake and his head felt like it was full of sand. Soon after, the sheriff called and told Royce he would be coming to the hospital to speak with him about Jasper. Royce had no idea how he was going to handle Rick’s questions without raising more suspicions about his guests. His only hope was to answer what he could and then escort Jasper and Sarna to their ship as quickly as possible before Rick could delve any deeper into their background. Once Royce did that, he could figure out how to deal with the hospital bill.

	Arriving back at the hospital after a quiet car ride, he and Sarna stood quietly in the waiting room. Visiting hours began at nine a.m., but they’d arrived early. Sarah was due to arrive at any minute and Royce paced the room, checking his watch. He didn’t know if he was more nervous about meeting Sarah or talking to Rick about Jasper.

	Sarna stood with her hands in her pockets. She kept looking at the clock. “She should be here soon.”

	He studied the floor. “Yes.”

	Restless, she bit her lip and spoke softly. “Listen. About last night…what I said…”

	He waved at her. “Forget about it. It was a long day. We both said things we shouldn’t have.”

	She took her hands out of her pockets and began to wring her hands. “I’m sorry. I was tired and upset.”

	Her eyes were wide with uncertainty, and he sighed, feeling his anger dissipate. “Me too.”

	Her shoulders came down and she nodded. He found himself staring at her, wanting to say more and wishing he could, when the elevator dinged. Turning at the sound, they watched the doors open and a woman step out into the waiting area. Royce recognized her immediately. It was the same woman he’d seen from his car. She wore slim khaki pants and a loose-fitting red blouse. A man stepped off with her. It was the man who had joined Sarah on the lawn. He wore relaxed jeans and a navy shirt. His wavy hair looked longer, and he brushed it back with his fingers.

	Standing in the hallway, they looked around and Sarah saw Royce. She stared, and the man behind her turned. Seeing Royce, he looked him up and down. Sarah eyed Sarna as well. Nobody spoke. Sarna walked over to stand beside Royce as the couple approached with tentative steps.

	Now all together, they hesitated in uncertain silence, as if they were walking into a stranger’s house unannounced. Royce cleared his throat and spoke first. “You’re Sarah?”

	She nodded and took the elbow of the man beside her. “Yes. You’re Royce?”

	“Yes.” He gestured toward Sarna. “This is Sarna.”

	Sarah nodded. “And this is my husband, John Ramsey.”

	They shook hands. Another moment of awkward silence ensued until John looked up at Royce. “I hope you’re not one of the little ones.”

	It helped to break the ice and Royce smiled. “No.”

	John smiled back. “I feel like I should call you Thor.”

	Royce made a knowing grunt. “Growing up, I made my sisters call me Batman.”

	John pursed his lips. “I like Batman. He’s got that whole brooding thing going on. I always preferred Captain America, though. Give me a shield any day.”

	Royce tilted his head. “True, but Batman’s got the Batmobile.”

	John’s brow shot up. “Good point.”

	“And the Bat Cave.”

	“I’m not a big fan of the dark, or of bats, but I see the appeal.”

	“I don’t know,” said Sarah, taking her husband’s hand. “I’ve always been partial to Superman.” She eyed her husband. “I like his cape.”

	John’s lip quirked. “And you’d make a fantastic Wonder Woman,” he replied with a wink.

	Royce noted the faint blush on Sarah’s cheeks. Royce’s insides warmed and he realized he was picking up on the powerful connection between the couple. A flicker of envy flared, but then quickly disappeared.

	“Excuse me,” said Sarna, interrupting. “But just who exactly is this captain and bat person?”

	They all stared at her. 

	“She would be the Black Widow,” said Royce.

	“What?” asked Sarna, frowning.

	“She really is from another planet, isn’t she?” asked John.

	“She is,” said Royce.

	A short woman with silver hair up in a bun and a purse on her wrist walked by. She glanced at the group as she crossed the room to sit next to an elderly gentleman.

	“Um…perhaps we should move this conversation to the corner of the room. There are some seats.” Royce gestured behind Sarah, and the group moved away from the other older couple and sat.

	“So,” said Sarah, leaning forward and speaking in a low voice, “tell me what’s going on.”

	Sarna didn’t hesitate. “Jasper is injured. Someone on this crazy planet almost killed him, and if we don’t get him out of here, he is going to die.”

	“Whoa,” said Royce, holding up a hand. “Hold up. One step at a time.”

	“One step at a time?” asked Sarna, in disbelief. “What other steps are there?”

	“Plenty,” said John Ramsey, leaning in. He spoke to Royce. “Like before we get to your friend Jasper, how about you tell me how you found my wife? And where you,” he pointed toward Sarna, “and your friend here, come from.”

	Sarah put her hand on her husband’s forearm, and he took her hand in his. Sarna eyed the interaction, and Royce wondered if she could feel the same connection from the couple as he’d felt. Sarna spoke to John. “Are you a Gray-Line?”

	“I am,” answered John. He paused, his eyes narrowing. “Is that a problem?”

	Sarna shook her head. “No. No. Not at all. It’s just that…”

	“Just what?” asked Sarah.

	Sarna held up a hand. “Nothing. It’s just not something I’ve seen.”

	“You’ve never seen a Gray-Line?” asked John. “Based on where you’re from, I would expect you’ve bumped into a few.”

	“No. That’s not what I mean.”

	“What do you mean?” asked Sarah.

	“I’m sorry, it’s just that…” She gestured toward their hands. “You two together. It’s not allowed where I…we come from. Hasn’t been for as long as I can remember. Maybe never.”

	“Not allowed?” asked Sarah. “What’s not allowed?”

	“A Gray-Line and a Red-Line. As a couple.”

	John squeezed Sarah’s fingers. “Call us rule-breakers.” He eyed Sarah. “Things are a little different here.”

	“Believe me,” said Sarna. “I know.”

	“Anyway,” said Royce, “getting back to your original question, about how I found you.”

	“Yes?” asked Sarah.

	“My father told me about you.”

	“Me?” asked Sarah.

	“Not you specifically.” He shook his head. “Let me start at the beginning.”

	“Please do,” said John. 

	Royce leaned forward and clasped his hands. “My father came to this planet many years ago. He met my mother. They had triplets. Me and my sisters—Eve and Gillian.” He continued with the background information, telling her about his father, his past, Galen, Jasper and Roma, how he’d found Sarah, and his role as the High Child.

	After hearing Royce’s story, John whistled and nodded toward his wife. “I thought your story was complicated.”

	Sarah sat forward, eyes wide. “So, let me see if I understand. You and your sisters have a father from,” she stopped and looked toward a man sitting nearby, “Italy.”

	“Italy?” Sarna asked.

	“Just go with it,” John said.

	“And he met your American mother and had three children, all half-Italian. All who are, shall we say, master chefs?”

	Royce nodded at her.

	“And your uncle Galen is peeved because your father didn’t marry an Italian woman?”

	“He went outside the family,” said John, scratching his neck and speaking in a mock Vito Corleone accent.

	They all stared at him.

	“Are you okay?” asked Sarna.

	His face fell. “Sorry.”

	“Pretty good imitation,” said Royce.

	“I thought so,” said John.

	“Anyway,” Sarah said, shaking her head, “back in Italy, your father married someone else and had two other master chefs. Now, he’s about to lose his job as the owner of the restaurant, and his eldest daughter from his second family wants to run it. But she’s not the true owner.” She pointed at Royce. “You are.”

	Royce nodded. “That’s it.”

	“What about your uncle? What happened when he found you?” asked Sarah.

	Royce considered how to answer. “There was a confrontation. It didn’t go well. It was then that he mentioned to us that he knew about your community.”

	“He did?” asked John. “Why? As far as we know, there’s been no communication between us and Italy in over seventy years. What’s the sudden interest?”

	Royce pointed at Sarah. “You. He knew about you. Said there was another mixed Red-Line that needed to be eliminated. Said after he took care of me and my sisters, he was going to take care of one last job. I assume that meant you.”

	John’s face turned stony. “Son-of-a…” He glanced at Sarah. “How would he know?”

	Royce shook his head along with Sarna. “We don’t know.”

	Sarna answered. “I can only assume he went looking for his brother’s family. Probably watched your people for a while, wondering if you could be harboring them. He didn’t find Royce and his sisters, but he probably discovered Sarah the same way Royce did.”

	Sarah’s forehead creased. “But how didn’t I feel him the way I felt Royce?”

	“A powerful Red-Line can cloak themselves. He would be hard to read, even for you.”

	Sarah nodded, her face looking pale. She looked at her husband who squeezed her hand in reassurance. “What happened with him?” she asked. “Did he leave America?”

	“Not the way he expected to.” Royce stared at his hands and thought back to flashes of lightning and a ball of fire. “He won’t be making any return flights to Italy.”

	Sarah and John stayed quiet. “You do what you have to do to protect your own,” said John, eyeing Sarah.

	“Exactly my thoughts,” said Royce.

	“Your sisters are okay?” Sarah asked.

	“Yes. They’re fine.”

	“Good,” said Sarah. “I’d like to meet them.”

	Royce shook off his memories. “They’d like that.”

	“So you and Jasper came to see Royce?” asked John to Sarna.

	“Yes. We want him to come back to Italy with us. The restaurant is in disarray. It needs a great master chef. Roma is not that person. She would only wreak more havoc in the kitchen. Royce could change all that.”

	“What about the Italians?” asked Sarah. “How would they feel about a half-Italian in charge?”

	Sarna went quiet for a moment. “My country…” she stopped to think. “It has been closed off for many years. It used to be open. Scientific exploration and travel were the norm. But there were those who felt there were too many chefs in the kitchen. And many of them were beginning to fool around with the wait staff.”

	John sat up. “Hey…”

	“Sorry,” said Sarna. “Just a matter of speech. Because of that though, a faction of master chefs broke off and took over. They changed everything about the way it was run. No more wait staff in the kitchen. And no more contact outside of Italy.”

	“That must have been when the accident happened,” Sarah said.

	“What accident?” asked Royce.

	“Many years ago,” she said, “when we were still in touch with the Italians, an…Italian plane…went down. Our contact with Italy ended afterwards.”

	“That probably has something to do with why the plane crashed,” said Sarna.

	“We believe so,” said Sarah. 

	John studied Royce, who squirmed in his seat. “I take it you’re unsure about your role as master-chef?”

	Royce snickered. “I’m not interested in cooking.”

	“He and Jasper argued about it. Jasper left. We were going to go home that night. But next thing we know, we got a phone call. Jasper had been hurt.”

	“Hurt how?” Sarah asked.

	Royce rubbed his neck. “Someone hit him over the head with a rock. He’s in the ICU and hasn’t regained consciousness.”

	“Why would someone do that?” asked Sarah. Her eyes widened. “It’s not another chef, is it?”

	“No, it’s not that,” said Royce. “We had a murder in the woods a few days ago. Jasper was in the same area when he was attacked. The sheriff thinks it’s somehow related.”

	“What for?” asked John. “Who would go after Jasper?”

	“I don’t know,” Royce said. “Maybe he saw or heard something he shouldn’t have. He was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

	“They’ve got him attached to machines and tubes,” said Sarna, her eyes round. “They might take him into surgery. We…Italian chefs…can’t handle that. Our bodies are very sensitive, especially when we leave Italy. This environment is toxic to us. We take,” she paused, searching for the word, “medication, pills, to help us adjust…but it’s not designed for this level of trauma. And we don’t have enough with us anyway. So I’ve either got to get him out of here now and get him back to Italy. Or…”

	“He’ll never make it home,” said John.

	Sarna nodded, her eyes shiny. “That’s why we called.”

	“You need another master chef to help you out,” said John.

	“One who can cook the main meal,” said Royce.

	Sarah reached over and took Sarna’s hand. “Where is he?”

	Royce checked his watch. “It’s past nine o’clock. We should be able to see him now.” He glanced at Sarna. “You take her back. I’ll stay with John.”

	Sarna and Sarah stood just as the elevator dinged. The doors opened and the sheriff stepped off.

	“Hell…” said Royce, grimacing.

	“What?” asked John.

	“That’s the sheriff. He has questions about Jasper. Questions I have no idea how I’m going answer.”

	The sheriff walked into the waiting area, but before he could speak, his phone rang. He picked it up and read his caller ID. He put up a finger and addressed Royce, who’d waved hello. “Hey, Royce. Give me a sec. I have to take this.” He picked up the call and walked away.

	John stood. “Sarah, you and Sarna tend to Jasper.” He glanced at Royce. “Can the sheriff go back there with them?”

	“No,” said Royce. “Only two visitors at a time.”

	“Good.”

	“John?” asked Sarah. “What are you thinking?”

	“Just go with Sarna, honey, but pay attention to my signals.”

	Sarah nodded and followed Sarna back into the ICU.

	John watched his wife walk away and spoke to Royce. “What did you tell the sheriff about Jasper?”

	“Not much,” said Royce. He thought back. “Just that he’s my half-brother that I didn’t know existed until now.”

	“Did you give him Jasper’s full name?”

	“Yes.”

	“What is it?”

	“Jasper Fiss.”

	“Fiss? F-I-S-S?”

	“Yes.” John reached for his phone.

	“What are you doing?” asked Royce.

	John dialed a number and put the phone to his ear. “When he gets off the phone, stall him.”

	“Stall him?” asked Royce.

	“Yes…try not to talk about Jasper.” He listened as someone answered. “Hello? Declan?” He turned away as he spoke into the phone.

	 


Chapter Twenty

	 

	 

	SARNA WALKED INTO Jasper’s room. Royce had called earlier that morning and had learned that Jasper’s condition had not changed overnight, and based on how he looked, Sarna decided that was true. If anything, his pallor was worse. Shadows had deepened under his eyes, and his cheeks appeared sunken.

	Sarna approached the bed. “Jasper?” She took his hand. “Can you hear me?”

	Sarah walked to the other side. She studied Jasper without touching him. “You said you’ve been giving him something. Pills?”

	Sarna nodded.

	“How many does he take?”

	“One a day if he’s well. I gave him four yesterday.”

	“Let’s give him two now.”

	Sarna raised her wrist and turned it to reveal the backside of her watch. She pushed a button and a small compartment opened. She’d added Jasper’s supply of pills to her own. She shook out two and closed the compartment. Sarah helped her drop the pills into Jasper’s mouth despite the respirator tube.

	“They’ll dissolve?” asked Sarah.

	“Yes.”

	A nurse walked in and both women stepped aside to let her check Jasper’s vitals. She studied a computer screen beside the bed and noted something on a tablet she carried.

	“How is he?” asked Sarna.

	The nurse glanced at her. “He’s hanging in there.”

	“Any sign he’s coming around?”

	“No. But I just came on duty. His vitals are okay though.”

	Sarna nodded. The nurse looked at Sarah. “Just fifteen minutes for visiting.”

	“Yes. Okay,” said Sarna as the nurse left the room.

	“Just fifteen minutes?” asked Sarah.

	“That’s it,” said Sarna.

	Sarah looked up at the ceiling and around the room. It was separated by walls, but there was no door and the nurse’s station sat just outside. The only thing that would afford them privacy was a curtain. It hung loosely beside the bed, but when pulled closed, it would completely surround Jasper’s bedside.

	“Pull that around him,” said Sarah, motioning to the curtain.

	Sarna nodded. She pulled on the curtain and dragged it around the bed, giving them some privacy with Jasper.

	“You keep watch,” said Sarah. “I’d rather not have the nurses walk in during this. You let me know if someone’s coming.”

	“I will.” Sarna stood at the edge of the curtain where she could watch Sarah and the entrance to the room at the same time. “It’s all clear.”

	“Good.” Sarah shook out her hands and let out a deep breath. “Here goes.” Placing her hands on Jasper’s chest, she closed her eyes. Sarna watched with interest. While she’d heard of the healing talents of various Red-Lines, she’d never seen the process up close.

	“So,” said Sarah softly. She took another breath and let it out. “Tell me about yourself.” 

	“What?” asked Sarna.

	Sarah opened her eyes, but continued to look at her fingers. She widened her hands on Jasper’s chest and let out another deep breath. “I know about Royce. Tell me about you.”

	Sarna raised an eyebrow. “Don’t you need to concentrate?”

	“I am concentrating. I’m reading him. But I can still talk.”

	Sarna opened her mouth, but found she didn’t know what to say. “Um, well…”

	“How do you know Jasper?” asked Sarah. She moved her hands to Jasper’s shoulders and moved to the head of the bed. She took another deep breath and closed her eyes again.

	“We’re childhood friends. We grew up together.”

	“Why did you come with him?”

	“To help him. I didn’t want him to come alone.”

	Sarah didn’t respond, but she moved her hands up to Jasper’s head and held them there. “And now that you’re here,” she asked after another breath, “are you glad you came?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“You came all this way, told Royce who he is, but he seems to prefer to stay. What do you think about that?”

	Sarna observed the nurse’s station. No one was watching or seemed interested in the closed curtain. She thought of her argument with Royce the previous night. “I’m frustrated. I’ve tried to get him to understand, but he won’t listen.” She paused. “We argued last night. I said things…” She shook her head. “I was angry. So was he.” She stared at Jasper as Sarah worked on him. “He should come back with us. I know that in my heart. His path is to return to Eud–to Italy, not live out his life here. He has a role to fulfill.”

	Sarah’s eyes remained closed, and she was quiet. She moved her hands to the sides of Jasper’s head. “Have you told him how you feel?”

	The question surprised Sarna. “Of course. I told him he was being stubborn. He’s just scared.”

	Sarah remained quiet. “No,” she finally said. “I mean, have you told Royce how you feel about him.”

	Sarna dropped her jaw. She wasn’t sure she heard right. “How I feel? About him? What do you mean?” Her heart thumped.

	The corner of Sarah’s mouth curved upward slightly, but then dropped back. She took another deep breath and released it. “You should tell him.”

	Sarna stood rooted to her spot. “There…there’s nothing to tell,” she stammered.

	Sarah dropped her hands and moved back to Jasper’s side. She placed her palms back on his chest. She watched Jasper. “You’re sure about that?”

	“What are you implying?”

	Sarah finally looked at Sarna. “You came all this way for a man you don’t know, to ask him to do something you knew he likely wouldn’t do, at great risk for you and potentially your family.” She held Sarna’s gaze. Sarna felt her heartbeat pick up pace.

	“I did it for Jasper.”

	Sarah didn’t reply but focused back on her hands. Closing her eyes, she went still. Sarna didn’t interrupt as Sarah stayed quiet. A few minutes passed before Sarah took another deep breath, released it, and straightened. Her hands fell to her side. “That’s it.”

	Sarna furrowed her brow. “That’s it?” She studied Jasper. “But nothing’s changed.”

	“He needs rest. His body will catch up. He should come around soon.”

	Sarna walked to the side of the bed. “You’re sure?”

	Sarah nodded. “Yes. He’ll be good as new.” She pushed the curtain back. “You will need to be patient though.”

	“Patient? Why?”

	“Things move slowly here. He will recover, but they will want to keep him overnight for observation. Maybe two.”

	“Keep him?” asked Sarna. “You mean in the hospital?”

	“Yes.”

	“But why? You said he’ll be fine.”

	“But they don’t know that. They’ll want to be sure.”

	“But we need to go home.”

	“What for?”

	Sarna hesitated. “Because…as you say, Royce has made up his mind. Besides, after this…” She gestured at Jasper.

	Sarah adjusted Jasper’s blankets. “Perhaps you should change your perspective.”

	Sarna rubbed her temples. She couldn’t seem to gather her thoughts. “This is crazy.”

	Sarah stepped away from the bed. “Think about it. Jasper’s injury has afforded you the time to spend with Royce.”

	Sarna laughed and crossed her arms. “Why would I want to spend time with Royce? He’s been nothing but difficult.” Sarah grinned. Sarna found it irritating. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

	“A family member of mine has a saying.”

	“What’s that?”

	“What you resist, persists.”

	Sarna bit her lip and looked away. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Sarah continued to watch her though, and Sarna felt uncomfortable, as if Sarah was reading her mind. 

	Sarah rested a hand on the bed and cocked her head. “I think perhaps that Royce is not the only one who’s scared.”

	Sarna looked sideways at Sarah. She took her own deep breath. “Well, not that what you’re saying is true, but it doesn’t matter anyway. He cares for someone else.”

	Sarah’s eyebrows rose. “Does he?”

	“Yes. I felt it from him yesterday.”

	Sarah paused. “Funny. The only thing he was thinking about when I stepped off that elevator was you.”

	Sarna sat lightly at the foot of Jasper’s bed. “We’d argued. That’s all it was.”

	“No. I know anger. And it wasn’t that.” She eyed Sarna. “At all.”

	Sarna set her jaw. Surely Sarah had misinterpreted Royce’s feelings, but for a brief moment, her cheeks flushed.

	Sarah noticed and smiled softly.

	“What?” asked Sarna.

	“That’s exactly how I felt.”

	“What?” Sarna fanned her face as warmth flooded through her. “When?”

	“When I met my husband.”

	Sarna froze and started to argue, when the nurse walked in. “Your fifteen minutes are up. You’ll have to step out for now.”

	Sarah and Sarna held eye contact. “Time to go,” said Sarah. She stepped from the room and looked back at Sarna who still sat on the edge of the bed. “You ready? Royce is waiting.”

	 

	**

	 

	In the waiting area, the sheriff talked on the phone as Royce paced. He kept an eye on the sheriff and Ramsey, who was also on the phone. He wondered who would end their conversation first.

	Stall? He thought to himself. How was he supposed to do that? And what was Ramsey up to anyway? He thought about Jasper and wondered how Sarah was doing. He checked his watch. She only had fifteen minutes. Hopefully that was enough time for Sarah to do her thing and Sarna wasn’t pestering her.

	He listened as the sheriff spoke. It sounded as if he was wrapping up his conversation. Royce looked around the room. How was he going to keep Rick from asking about Jasper? The sheriff hung up. Royce glanced at Ramsey, who held up a finger. Royce figured that meant that Ramsey needed more time. He groaned to himself.

	“Hi, Royce,” said Rick, walking closer. “Sorry about that.”

	“No problem, Rick. How’s it going? How was your day yesterday?” Royce tried not to grimace at his rambling.

	The sheriff paused. “Busy. All this nonsense has kept me on my toes. How’s Jasper doing?”

	“Not much change. They’re keeping an eye on him, waiting to see if he’ll come out of it on his own. He’s stable.”

	The sheriff nodded. “That’s good to hear. Once he regains consciousness, I’ll need to talk with him.”

	Royce bobbed his head. “Of course. I’m sure he’ll be happy to speak with you.”

	The sheriff reached into his pocket and pulled out a small pad of paper. “Speaking of Jasper, I have a few questions.”

	Royce scrambled to think. “How’s RJ doing? He should come by. We’ll go fishing.” Royce could feel the sweat break out under his arms. If Ramsey didn’t finish up soon, his shirt was going to be soaked.

	The sheriff raised an eyebrow. “Uh…sure. He’d like that. He’s doing fine. Actually he’s been quiet since yesterday. Barely been out of his room, which is unusual, but he hasn’t been any trouble.”

	“That’s great.” Royce reached up and touched the cool stone that hung from his neck. He’d replaced the cord that had broken in the woods. As his body heated, the stone continued to retain its cooler feel. But Royce’s temperature spike was far outpacing the stone. He glanced at Ramsey, who was still on the phone.

	The elevator dinged.

	“So,” said the sheriff. “I need to get some more information on Jasper. So does the hospital. I need a home address and any next of kin information you have on him.”

	Royce focused in on the elevator. He heard the doors begin to open. Mentally, he sent out a wave of energy. It traveled toward the elevator, and Royce heard and felt the doors close before the occupant could disembark.

	Royce glanced at Ramsey, who continued his conversation.

	“Royce?” asked the sheriff.

	The doors began to open again and Royce refocused his energy and held them shut. Suddenly, an alarm sounded.

	The sheriff turned, as did everyone in the waiting area. Pounding could be heard from the elevator.

	The sheriff trotted toward the noise. The elevator door was cracked, but would not open farther. The pounding came again. “Help,” said a woman’s voice. “The door won’t open.”

	“Hold on, ma’am,” said Rick. He tried to pull on the doors, but they didn’t budge. “We’ll get you out.” He glanced back at Royce who’d walked over with the sheriff. “Help me out.”

	“Oh, sure,” said Royce. He maintained his mental focus on the elevator while he grasped the metal door at the edge. He and the sheriff both pulled. The door didn’t move. An alarm continued to blare. The passenger continued to complain.

	“Ma’am?” asked Rick.

	“Help! I can’t get out!”

	“Ma’am, don’t worry. Are you holding the alarm button?”

	“Yes! Please help me.”

	“Ma’am. We know you need help. You can stop sounding the alarm.”

	The alarm blared for a few more seconds before it stopped. Fingers with red painted nails wiggled through the crack between the elevator door and the wall. “Don’t leave me,” said the woman inside.

	“I’m calling for help right now,” said the sheriff. “Just stay calm.” He raised his cell phone.

	“You gentleman need help?”

	Royce looked to see Ramsey, now off the phone, standing in the corridor.

	“It’s stuck,” said the sheriff. “I’m calling for…” The elevator door slid open. A middle-aged woman in a form fitting dress with bleached-blonde hair and heavy make-up stood inside. She held her chest and a purse hung from her elbow.

	“Oh, thank god,” she said, stepping out of the elevator. She eyed the sheriff. “Thank you. I appreciate your help.”

	“No problem, ma’am,” said Rick. “Glad you’re out.”

	“That’s the last thing I needed today, to be stuck in an elevator.” She smoothed her hair.

	“Nobody wants that,” answered the sheriff. His eyes traveled over her. “Glad you’re okay.”

	Royce glanced at Ramsey, who nodded at him.

	“Well,” said the woman, eyeing all three men. “Thank you again.” She gave the sheriff a second look. “Especially you.”

	The sheriff gripped his belt. “Ma’am?”

	She smiled at him. “I always did like a man in uniform.” Offering the sheriff a sly smile, she stepped away and walked down a hallway, her hips swaying in her slim skirt.

	Rick swallowed, and Royce noted how the sheriff watched her as she disappeared from sight. “You’re welcome,” said the sheriff.

	“Nice lady,” said Royce.

	The sheriff didn’t answer but continued to stare down the hall. Finally, he turned. “What?”

	“You must be Sheriff Rick,” said Ramsey, with his hand outstretched. “Royce told me about you.”

	The sheriff noticed Ramsey and glanced down at Ramsey’s hand before extending his own. “Yes. I am. And you are?

	“I’m John Ramsey. My wife and I are here to see Jasper.”

	“Really?” asked the sheriff. “That’s nice.” He looked at Royce. “About those questions...”

	“That’s right,” said Royce. “You were starting to ask them before the interruption.”

	The sheriff glanced at the elevator doors. “Strange. We should notify maintenance about that.”

	“Yes. Probably a good idea.”

	The sheriff spoke to Ramsey. “How do you know Jasper?”

	Ramsey was unruffled. “We’ve been friends for a while. He recently stayed with me and my wife for about a week.”

	“Stayed with you?”

	“Yes,” said Ramsey. “Jasper doesn’t stay in one place for very long. We had an extra room we rented out on occasion. He used it.”

	“I’ve had a hard time learning anything about him,” said the sheriff. “There was no ID in his belongings. I don’t have an address or a date of birth.” He glanced at Royce. “I was hoping you might have some more information.”

	Royce shook his head. “Unfortunately, I just met him myself. We never got around to exchanging addresses.”

	“I can give you his mother’s phone number,” said Ramsey. “She should be able to fill you in on the details.”

	“His mother?” asked the sheriff. “You have her number?”

	“I do.” Ramsey pulled out his cell phone. “We got to know him during his stay. Nice guy. But he can be hard to get in touch with. He always checks in with his mom, though. Said if we need to reach him, we could leave her a message and he’d call us back.”

	“Is she aware of his injury?” asked Rick.

	Ramsey accessed a number on his phone. “Here it is,” he said. He showed the phone to the sheriff, who noted the number. “And yes, she knows. Sarna called her. Apparently, Jasper left our number with his mom when he stayed with us, and she still had it. She told us what happened. His mother lives nearby and has some health issues. She was unable to make the trip. So Sarah and I agreed to drive down and find out what’s going on.”

	“Sarah?”

	“Yes. My wife. She and Sarna are in with Jasper now.”

	Rick nodded. “And Sarna is the woman I met yesterday?”

	“Yes. She is,” said Royce. “She and Jasper were camping together. She came with him to meet me.”

	“I see. She called Jasper’s mom?” Rick asked Ramsey.

	“She did.”

	“Okay.” Rick checked the number he’d written down. He glanced at Royce. “I’m still curious about how he’s your brother.”

	“You and me both, sheriff,” said Royce. “Apparently, my dad had a few secrets.”

	“And Sarna. Is she staying with you while Jasper’s in the hospital?”

	“Yes, she is.”

	“I should talk to her too.”

	“Of course. She’s rather worried about Jasper.”

	The sheriff nodded. “I could tell. Still, she might have some information…”

	Royce picked up on something more than curiosity from the sheriff. “What is it? Is there something else?”

	The sheriff paused. “It’s probably nothing.”

	“What’s probably nothing?”

	“We’ve had two people attacked in the same area. One died. The other is in the hospital.”

	“Yes?” asked Royce.

	The sheriff eyed Ramsey, as if gauging his trustworthiness. “Did you know his shoe was missing?”

	“Shoe?” asked Royce. “Who’s shoe?”

	“Jasper’s.”

	“Jasper is missing a shoe?”

	“Unless you took it out of his bag of belongings.”

	Royce thought back to Sarna rifling through Jasper’s things to find his watch. “I didn’t take anything out of the bag.”

	“The doctor says he doesn’t recall anything about a shoe. The ambulance drivers don’t either.”

	“A shoe?” asked Ramsey.

	“Yes,” said the sheriff. “The first victim was missing a shoe too. It still hasn’t been found.”

	“Are you saying that whoever did this to Jasper took his shoe?” asked Royce.

	The sheriff crossed his arms and sighed. “Which makes it likely that the person who did this to Jasper is the person who killed the first victim.”

	Royce squinted. “So there’s a madman running through the woods? One with a shoe fetish?”

	The sheriff pressed down on his belt buckle and the leather groaned. “I hate to say it, but it appears that way. And Jasper may be able to identify him.”

	Royce’s jaw dropped. He hadn’t considered that the sheriff may need Jasper to help with a murder investigation. He suppressed a groan. “Sheriff…”

	“There was a man in town a few days ago,” Rick continued. “He was asking questions. Showing the picture of a pretty blonde woman. Asking if anyone had seen her. Tiny told me he’d come into his store on the day we’d found our first victim. Tiny said there were two other people in the store too. They match the description of Jasper and Sarna. They said they weren’t from around here but were driving through. They planned on camping.”

	Royce shook his head and tried to wrap his head around what the sheriff was saying. He thought of Alice and felt a flicker of worry. A man was showing a picture around town of a blonde woman? Was it Alice’s husband? Had Alice’s ex talked to Sarna and Jasper? He wasn’t sure what to say. “Sarna and Jasper were in Tiny’s store?” he asked.

	“Yes. Five days ago.”

	“Five days?” Royce did a quick calculation in his head. He wondered where the sheriff was going with his questions. 

	“You left four days ago? Right? The day I picked up RJ from your place?” asked the sheriff.

	Royce glanced at Ramsey whose eyes narrowed as if to say sorry, can’t help you with this one.

	“Yes,” said Royce. “My mother had called. She had just learned about Jasper as well. She was upset. I came back yesterday morning, which is when I met Jasper.” He didn’t know why he didn’t tell the sheriff about Alice. She was long gone by now. And if her ex was still in town looking for her, it was unlikely he would find her.

	“If Jasper and Sarna bumped into our potential bad guy at the store, then they met up with you and now Jasper ends up getting assaulted, that feels too coincidental to me.”

	Royce furrowed his brow. “You think the man in the store, asking about a woman, is the killer? But by then your victim was already dead. Why show her picture around town?”

	“I don’t know,” said the sheriff. “Alibi maybe? When I find him, I’ll ask him.” Rick made a few notes on his pad of paper. “I’m wondering if Sarna might have more information.”

	A voice sounded from behind them. “About what?”

	Royce turned to see Sarna and Sarah walking out of the ICU.

	Sarna walked up to the group. “How can I be of help?”

	Sarah and Ramsey exchanged a knowing look. Then Royce heard Sarah’s voice in his head. “Don’t worry.” It took a monumental effort from Royce not to react.

	“Hello, ma’am.”

	“Hello, sheriff. Just call me Sarna.”

	“Sarna Lambert,” said Ramsey. He eyed Sarna, who stared at him before looking back at the sheriff.

	“Yes. Sarna Lambert.”

	The sheriff wrote in his notebook. “Can I ask why Jasper doesn’t have an ID?”

	“They were stolen,” said Sarna, looking calm.

	“Stolen?”

	“Yes. Jasper and I were camping. We were waiting for Royce to return home. We met a drifter. He ate briefly with us and he left. The next morning, we woke and found that Jasper’s credit card and ID were gone. The drifter must have returned when we’d slept and taken them.”

	“He took your money?” asked the sheriff.

	“Luckily, we kept our cash in a separate place. He didn’t take that.”

	“Can you describe him?”

	Sarna appeared to think. “Tall. Lanky. Growing a beard. Dirty blonde hair.”

	“Did you get a name?”

	“Said it was Larry.”

	“Last name?”

	“Didn’t get one.”

	The sheriff rubbed his neck. “Had you seen him before?”

	“Yes, actually.”

	The sheriff cocked his head. “Really? Where?”

	“When Jasper and I got to town, we stopped at a store for some supplies. He was there.”

	The sheriff made eye contact with Royce, who didn’t say a word. “You met him in the store?”

	“Not really. He was asking about someone. A woman.”

	“Did he have a picture?”

	“Yes. He did. It was a blonde woman. Pretty.”

	“And you didn’t think that was odd?”

	“What? That he was showing a picture around town?”

	“Yes.”

	“Maybe a little. But at the time, we had other things on our minds. He didn’t stick around. But when he showed up at our campsite, we recognized him.”

	“What was he doing there?”

	Sarna paused. “Let’s see. He said he’d run out of money. Needed a place to sleep.”

	“Did you ask him about the woman?”

	Sarna nodded. “We did. He said it was his sister. Said she’d gone missing.”

	“Did he tell you her name?”

	“No.”

	“You weren’t worried about a stranger staying with you?”

	Sarna shrugged. “That’s Jasper for you. He’s a drifter himself. And he’ll take in any stray. Especially one with a sob story. It’s one of his best, or worst, traits. Depending on how you look at it.”

	“And you haven’t seen this man since?”

	“No.”

	“Did you report the crime?”

	“No. The next day, we met Royce. And well, you know what happened after that.”

	“Yes,” said Rick, flipping his notebook closed. “I guess I do.”

	“Anything else?” asked Sarna.

	Rick nodded toward the ICU. “How’s Jasper?”

	Sarna sighed. Royce noticed her face looked less harried than it had earlier. “He’s better. I wouldn’t be surprised if he woke up soon.”

	“I’d like to talk to him if he does.”

	“Of course,” said Sarna. “Once the doctors give the okay.”

	Royce listened to the conversation with surprise. Sarna was handling herself like a pro.

	“There’s another thing,” said Rick. He glanced at Royce. “I’d like you both to be careful.”

	“Careful?” asked Royce. “What for?”

	“This man, whoever he is, may still be around. And if Jasper, or Sarna, can identify him…”

	Royce felt a shudder run through him. His protective instincts were kicking in. Even though he’d just met and barely knew Sarna and Jasper, he still felt responsible for them. “You think he might come after them?”

	“More than likely he’s long gone. I’ve asked the hospital to increase security and I’ve brought some more men on duty, but we have limited resources. So just keep an eye out.”

	Sarna and Royce made eye contact. “I’m sure you’re right, sheriff,” said Royce. “This man is long gone.”

	“I hope so. By the way…” The sheriff pointed at Sarna.

	“Yes?”

	“Do you have Jasper’s shoe?”

	“Shoe? No. You have his things.”

	“He’s missing a shoe.”

	“I’m quite sure he was wearing two when he left,” said Sarna.

	The sheriff shook his head. “I figured.” Sliding his notebook into a shirt pocket, he tipped his head toward Sarah and Ramsey. “Nice to meet you. Sorry it had to be like this.”

	“No problem, sheriff,” said Ramsey, shaking the sheriff’s hand.

	“You think Jasper’s mother can get in touch with the hospital?” asked Rick. “They need some information about him.”

	“She’s probably talking to them as we speak,” said John, glancing at Royce.

	Royce quirked up his brow. He didn’t know who this John Ramsey was, but apparently he had some clout.

	“Great,” said Rick. “Thanks, Royce. Sarna. I’ll be in touch.”

	“No problem, sheriff,” said Royce.

	“You’ll stay in town?” Rick asked Sarna.

	“While Jasper is in the hospital, yes, I will.”

	“Okay. I just need to be able to reach you.”

	“That shouldn’t be a problem,” said Sarna.

	“Thanks, Rick,” said Royce. “Let us know if you learn anything.”

	“Will do.” Rick turned and headed for the elevators and hit the button. A few seconds later, the doors opened. The sheriff stepped forward, but then stopped. “Actually, I think I’ll take the stairs.” He walked down the hallway the woman with the slim skirt had taken a few minutes before.

	“Uh, Rick,” said Royce. He stuck out a thumb. “The stairs are that way.”

	The sheriff rested his hands on his belt. “I know.” He headed down the hall, but looked back. “I’ll get there eventually.”

	John smiled. “Good luck, sheriff.”

	Rick waved a hand, turned a corner, and disappeared from sight.

	Royce expelled a long-held breath. Running a hand through his hair, he turned toward the group. “Let’s not do that ever again.”

	“Agreed,” said John. “Nice job with the elevator doors.”

	“Nice touch with the mother,” said Royce. “I assume that number calls someone?”

	“Sure does,” said Ramsey. “Someone who will be happy to fill in any details about Jasper.” He eyed Sarna. “You’ll need to call her soon. Give her some details about Jasper for when the sheriff calls.”

	“I can do that,” Sarna said.

	“This woman will let us know if Rick gets in touch?” asked Royce. “We’ll have to fill in Jasper before he speaks with the sheriff.”

	“I gave her your number. She’ll call you after she talks with Rick,” said Ramsey.

	Royce nodded and spoke to Sarna. “How’d you come up with that story?”

	“What story?” she asked.

	“About the drifter?”

	“It wasn’t a story.  A man did stop by our campsite. That was all true. The only thing that wasn’t was the stuff about him taking our money and IDs. But the sheriff didn’t have to know that.”

	Royce thought of Alice. Had this been her ex? Had he found Alice? “This is the same man from the store, who showed you a picture?”

	“Yes. Same man. But it wasn’t his sister.”

	Royce cringed. “You’re sure?”

	She tipped her head. “You know I am.”

	“Who was it?”

	“I don’t know. I didn’t ask.”

	“It was a great way to explain the missing IDs,” said John. “It was smart to blame it on a stranger.”

	Royce’s worry for Alice was tempered by the fact that regardless of who the man was, there was nothing he could do about it now. “How’s Jasper?” he asked. “Everything go okay?”

	“He’s going to be fine,” Sarah said. “He needs to rest, but he should come around soon.”

	“Is it true that if he wakes, he won’t get to leave until tomorrow?” asked Sarna.

	“At the very least. It may take longer than that,” Royce said.

	“Why can’t we get him out of here today?”

	“We can’t without creating more suspicion. Which is not what we need right now.”

	“But the longer we stay, the more questions we’ll have to answer,” Sarna said.

	“I think you’ve bought yourself some time,” said Sarah. “I think the sheriff will leave you alone for now. You should be able to wrap things up before you leave.” She and Sarna held a shared gaze.

	“Well,” said Royce, “I can’t thank you enough for doing this. I’m sure my phone call was a bit of a shock.”

	“A small one,” said Sarah. “But a welcome one.”

	“Do you know what you’re going to do?” asked John.

	“About what?” asked Royce.

	“You’re the Supreme High…something or other. Are you gonna take the gig?”

	Royce didn’t answer, but he caught Sarna’s look. Her upturned face looked vulnerable in the light of the corridor. It was how she had looked earlier, when she’d apologized for what she had said last night. For a brief second that morning, her shield had come down, and he’d seen and felt her soft side. Something had flickered within him, but the elevator had opened and Sarah had stepped out, ending the moment.

	“No,” he said. “I can’t go.” He waited for the anticipated outburst from Sarna, but none came. She looked away.

	“I can imagine it’s not an easy decision to make,” said Sarah.

	“No, it’s not.”

	“Since you’re staying,” said John. “You have an open invitation at our place. Come by any time. We have several people who would be interested in meeting you. Your sisters too.”

	“Thank you,” said Royce. “I appreciate that.”

	“And you,” Sarah said to Sarna.

	“Yes?” asked Sarna. Her face still held a forlorn look.

	“I don’t know what’s in store for you, but please be careful. You and Jasper, both.”

	“We will. And don’t worry. You and your community? Your secret is safe with me.”

	John raised a brow. “What would they do if they knew about our group?”

	Sarna shrugged. “Probably nothing. I’m sure there are pockets of Grays on various plan–” She looked around. “Uh, countries, that have survived. I doubt they care. Grays on Eudor–sorry, Italy, are mostly in subservient roles.”

	“Subservient?” asked John. He set his shoulders. “Not a role I’d handle well.”

	“Should anything change though,” said Sarah, “and if Italy should open its borders and welcome us with open arms, then we are open to traveling. There are some of us who would like to see Italy.”

	“It’s a beautiful country,” said Sarna. She glanced at Royce. “I think you and John would love it.”

	There was a brief moment of quiet before John spoke. “You ready, babe?” he asked Sarah. “I’m sure if Leroy had hair, he’d be pulling it out by now.”

	Sarah smiled. “Leroy? He’s great with the kids.”

	“As long as they’re sleeping.”

	The four exchanged handshakes and hugs and Sarah and John hit the elevator button.

	“Let us know how it goes,” said John. “If you need anything, ask.”

	“I will,” Royce said. “Thanks.”

	The elevator dinged and the doors opened. Sarna remained quiet as Sarah and John stepped inside. 

	Royce and Sarna stood together, waiting for the doors to close. Before they did, Sarah spoke. “There’s a saying my husband has,” she said. “I think you both might benefit from it.”

	“What is it?” asked Sarna.

	John eyed his wife and then looked back. “Trust destiny,” he said.

	“Trust destiny?” Royce asked.

	John smiled. “I know it sounds irritating as hell, but damned if it isn’t true.” The doors began to close. “See ya,” he said, as he and Sarah disappeared from view.

	 


Chapter Twenty-One

	 

	 

	EIGHT HOURS LATER, Royce and Sarna sat in Jasper’s room. He’d shown no change since Sarah had left.

	Sarna stood and walked to his bedside. “Why doesn’t he wake up?”

	Royce stretched his back. The long hours in the hospital sitting on hard chairs were taking their toll. “She said he needed to rest. Be patient. He’ll come around.”

	She leaned over. “Jasper, can you hear me?” Getting no response, she crossed her arms and huffed. “He always likes to take his time. Drives me crazy.”

	Royce rubbed his shoulders and studied his brother lying in the bed. “Tell me something.”

	She looked back. “What?”

	“Since we have time to kill,” he shifted in his seat, “let me know about Jasper. What was it like growing up with him?”

	She leaned a hip against Jasper’s bed. “You really want to know?”

	He nodded. “I do.”

	Pausing, she seemed to think about it, before walking over and sitting next to him. “Okay. Well, let’s see, growing up, he was a lot of fun. We all were. He, Roma, and I were always hanging out.”

	“What about your brother? Where was he?”

	“He was older. Had his own friends. Didn’t want to hang out with the little sister.”

	“That’s a brother for you.”

	“I guess so.” She sat back. “Anyway, the three of us were almost never home. We liked to explore and be outside. There are numerous trails and outdoor spaces on our pl–where we’re from.”

	“Similar to here.”

	An alarm buzzed in another room, but adapted to the sounds, they barely heard it. “Yes, but from what I’ve seen, most of your children stay inside.”

	He thought back to his own childhood. “It wasn’t always like that. Me and my sisters played outside all the time.”

	“You did?”

	“Yes. I think that’s why I like the cabin. I like being away from everything and being able to walk out my door and into the woods.”

	She looked off. “It’s similar to my home.” She turned and rested her elbow on the back of the chair. “There’s a waterfall not far away. Whenever I can, I walk there, sit and listen. It’s one of my favorite things to do.”

	Royce smiled. “I like to go camping. There’s nothing like just you and the trees. I like to sit and listen to the wind.”

	She cocked her head. “Are you telling me we have something in common?”

	He chuckled. “Miracles do happen.” A few moments passed in quiet. “When did things change?” he asked.

	“You mean with me and Roma?”

	“Yes. Obviously, you two had a falling out. How did Jasper handle it?”

	Raking her fingers through her hair, she rested her head in her hand. “As we got older, it became obvious we saw things differently. My brother became more vocal. It was hard to ignore what was happening around us.”

	“What was happening?”

	“As kids, we played with other children, some of them Grays. We never thought anything of it. But, after we Shifted, that changed. We weren’t able to stay friends. We were expected to keep our distance.”

	“Why?”

	“Obvious reasons. Much like your teenagers, it’s a period of exploration. Temptations and attractions can cause problems, especially with the supposed wrong group of people.”

	“I see your point.” He grunted. “I find this so hard to believe. Your society sounds like something out of our past. We’ve persecuted many people throughout our history.”

	“Sadly, it seems it’s a common trait, no matter where you’re from.”

	He nodded. “At least we’re progressing.”

	Sarna raised a brow. “Are you? You treat everyone the same, regardless of differences?”

	Royce grunted. “I said we’re progressing, but we’re not perfect.”

	“Neither are we. It seems we have a long way to go.”

	Royce scratched his jaw. He hadn’t shaved that morning and felt the stubble. “Getting back to your brother—he became more active?”

	 “Yes, he did. He was attracting attention. I, of course, sided with him. So did Jasper. Roma did not. After a while, it became apparent why. She was the High Child. The role was important to her. Jasper and I tried to talk to her about all the things she could change in our society, all the good she could do, but she looked at us like we were Grays sitting at the Grand Council meeting. She didn’t want to be a change maker. She liked the status quo.”

	“Power can do that.”

	She sighed. “It wasn’t long after that when Jasper told me about you. He was shocked of course. It took him a while to assimilate that his father had another family.”

	Royce snorted. “I know the feeling.”

	“He and his…your father, are very close. They are similar in that they are passionate and loyal. Once they commit to something, they rarely look back. Once Jasper adjusted to the news, then an idea began to grow.”

	Royce straightened. “Oust Roma and introduce me to the family.”

	“Yes. It’s a good idea.”

	“Sarna…”

	A nurse walked in. “Visiting time is up. You’ll have to…” Her attention was drawn to the bed. 

	Royce and Sarna followed her gaze. Jasper’s eyes were open and blinking. Sarna jumped out of her seat. “Jasper?”

	Royce joined her beside the bed. Jasper blinked again. “Jasper? It’s Royce. Can you hear me?”

	Sarna touched his hand. “Jasper. It’s okay. You’re in a hospital.”

	The nurse punched a button beside the bed. “You need to clear the room.”

	“But why?” asked Sarna. “He’s awake.”

	“I need to call the doctor. We’ll evaluate him and keep you posted.”

	Sarna gripped the hand rail. “Keep us posted? But we’re right here.”

	“Fifteen minutes are up anyway,” said the nurse. “You can wait outside the ICU.”

	“We’re familiar with that,” said Royce, dreading the thought of sitting in another uncomfortable chair. Jasper blinked again and then closed his eyes. “Let’s go, Sarna. He needs to rest. Let the doctor check him, and we’ll be back in an hour.”

	“But—”

	“It’s okay. Let the nurse do her job.” He patted Jasper’s arm. “We’ll be back, Jasper.”

	 

	**

	 

	An hour later, after an anxious Sarna paced a trench in the waiting room and Royce envisioned nightmare scenarios in which Jasper woke and told everyone he was from another planet, they were allowed back into the room.

	Entering, they were happy to see that Jasper was resting comfortably and his breathing tube had been removed. Approaching the bed, they were amazed by how much better he looked. The deep, dark circles beneath his eyes were almost gone and his pale cheeks had more color.

	Sarna touched the bed rail and his eyes opened.  “Jasper?” She took his hand.

	His eyes were alert, and he blinked. He cleared his throat. “Sarna? His voice was rough and weak, but he was talking.

	“Yes. It’s me. How are you?”

	“Where am I?” His eyes traveled around the room. “Where is this place?”

	Royce leaned in, looking from side to side. “It’s a secret room. They’ve discovered who you are and they’re doing secret experiments on you.”

	Sarna’s jaw dropped, and Jasper’s eyes widened.

	Royce chuckled. “Just kidding.”

	Sarna slapped him on the arm. “What is the matter with you?”

	Royce threw out a hand. “It’s a joke.” He looked at Jasper’s paler face. “Don’t you two joke where you’re from?”

	“Not with people who almost died,” said Sarna. She shook her head at him.

	Jasper frowned, but his eyes still looked doubtful. “Very funny.” 

	“He’s kidding, Jasper. Just ignore him.”

	Jasper’s face dropped, as if his memories had returned. “No problem there.” He tried to move in the bed, but moaned. “Where am I really?”

	They explained what had happened to him. Other than walking through the woods, he had no memory of the incident, which Royce assumed was normal. They told him about Sarah and the sheriff and filled him in on what to say if he was questioned. Jasper understood and seemed unfazed by all that had occurred. All he wanted to do was leave.

	“You have to wait until the doctor clears you,” said Royce.

	Jasper yawned. “You have too many rules.” He blinked.

	Royce waited as a nurse walked by the room. “You don’t want to attract attention. Just do as they say and then you and Sarna can leave and never look back.”

	Jasper made eye contact with Sarna. “That’s the plan.” He shut his eyes. “The sooner the better.”

	Sarna’s shoulders drooped. “I’ve been trying to convince him, Jasper. He still says no.”

	“It doesn’t matter. Just leave it.”

	She sat on the side of the bed. “It does matter.”

	“He’s right,” said Royce. “Just leave it.”

	Sarna looked between the two of them. “You two are just alike. Both stubborn as booloos.”

	“As what?” Royce asked.

	Jasper opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. “It’s an animal on Eudora.”

	“Oh, you mean like a mule.”

	“Yes,” said Jasper. “Close enough.” He put a hand on his belly. “I’m hungry.”

	Just then, the doctor arrived.  “Well, here’s the miracle patient.” He stepped up to the bed. “I’m Dr. Trask.”

	Jasper shook his hand.  “When can I leave?”

	The doctor grinned. “How about we see how you do overnight first. I’d like to do some additional tests too. Make sure that brain of yours is still intact. You took a hard hit.”

	“I’m fine, Dr. Trask. Look, I can stand and everything.” Jasper had started to push the sheets back and lift his torso, when he put a hand to his head and moaned.

	The doctor gently pushed him back. “I think we need a bit more recovery time. How about you rest a bit.”

	“Doctor. I promise. I’m fine.” Jasper settled back into the bed, and Sarna pulled the sheets up.

	“You’re better. But not healed.” He studied a computer and punched a few buttons on a keyboard. “We’ll schedule the tests for first thing tomorrow. Then we’ll talk more after the tests.”

	“Tomorrow? Why not now?”

	The doctor raised a brow. “It’s late and our technicians are going home. Besides, you need sleep…”

	“I’ve slept enough.”

	The doctor rested his hand on the side of the bed. “How about this. I move you to a private room. That way your guests can visit more often. And I’ll allow some chicken noodle soup and some Jell-O for you tonight. How does that sound?”

	“Chicken?” asked Sarna. “No. How about something else?”

	“Sounds delicious,” said Royce and was rewarded with a frown from Sarna.

	Jasper sighed. “I’ll take it.” He yawned.

	“Okay,” said the doctor. “I’ll see about getting you moved and fed.” He looked at Royce and Sarna. “Do you two have any questions?

	“Yes,” said Sarna. “Why do you serve chicken—”

	Royce took Sarna’s elbow. “Actually, we’re fine doctor.” He directed Sarna toward the door. “Jasper, you rest up. We’ll be back tomorrow.”

	“Royce,” said Sarna, as she let herself be led, “it is a legitimate question.”

	He kept going. “Good night Jasper. Thanks doc.”

	“You’re welcome.”

	Jasper settled back into his pillow. “First thing tomorrow, Sarna. Make sure you’re ready.”

	All Sarna could do was wave as she and Royce left the room.

	 

	**

	 

	Walking in the door after stopping for a quick dinner on the way home, Royce threw his keys on the counter and rubbed his face. It had been another long day, but now it felt like he could see a dusky haze at the end of the tunnel. He walked into the kitchen and flipped on the light.

	“Hey, Starman.”

	Royce jumped and whirled. He relaxed when he saw Gus rise from the couch. He raised a hand to his heart. “Gus. You scared the hell out of me.”

	The Native American smiled. “You’re usually more sensitive than that.”

	Royce’s shoulders dropped. “It’s been a hell of a couple of days.”

	Sarna walked into the house. “I don’t see anything out there.”

	Royce sighed. “I said you wouldn’t. It’s dark. You should look tomorrow.”

	Seeing Gus, she stopped, but kept speaking. “I know. But you never know. Maybe Jasper’s shoe is nearby.”

	Royce grunted. “I don’t know why you’re looking. His shoe is not out there. He didn’t walk away with one shoe on.” He noticed Sarna’s stare. “I’m sorry. Sarna, this is Gus. Gus, this is Sarna.”

	Gus walked up. “How do you do?”

	Sarna took his hand. “Fine. Thank you.”

	“Why are you hiding in my house, Gus?” asked Royce. “And where is your truck?”

	“It’s a nice night. I walked.”

	“Do you usually visit this late?” asked Sarna.

	“Sarna…” said Royce.

	“My friend here,” Gus gestured to Royce, “usually keeps late hours.” He paused, but smiled. “And is usually alone.”

	Sarna’s face reddened, which surprised Royce. “I’m leaving tomorrow.”

	Gus grinned. “I didn’t know you were staying.”

	Royce rested a weary arm on the counter and groaned inwardly. “A lot has happened since I’ve seen you, Gus.”

	Gus tipped his head. “I can see that.”

	Sarna squirmed under Gus’s scrutiny. “I’ll let you two catch up. I’m going to take a shower.”

	“Okay,” said Royce. She walked into his bedroom and closed the door. Gus looked at him and lifted an eyebrow. “It’s not what you think,” said Royce. He poured himself a glass of water and sat down at the dining table.

	Gus chuckled. “I leave you snake bit with one woman and I come back to find you coming home late with another. You’re a busy guy.”

	Royce rubbed his temples. “You have no idea.”

	Gus was quiet, but his eyes were curious. “She’s different?” he asked.

	Royce chuckled. “That’s one way to describe her.”

	Gus came over and sat at the table with Royce. “But she’s like you?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“I think you know.” He pointed up. “Is she from the stars?”

	Royce gripped his water. “Why would you think that?”

	Gus smiled. “You seem to think you can hide things from me. If I can sense your origins, why couldn’t I sense hers?”

	Royce clasped his fingers. “The less you know, the better, Gus.” He stared at his hands.

	“What does she want? Why is she here?”

	Royce debated how to answer. “She came here with a friend.” He scratched at his stubble. “My half-brother, Jasper. Remember your vision? They’re my two visitors.”

	Gus sat back in his seat. He crossed his arms. “You have been busy.”

	“Yes. It’s been an interesting week.”

	Gus nodded. “They want you to leave with them?”

	Royce straightened. “How do you know that?”

	“Why else would they be here? It’s a long way to go for a family visit.”

	Royce went quiet. “I’m not going anywhere.”

	Gus raised a brow and glanced around the house. “Where is your brother?”

	Royce snorted and waved a hand. “He’s in the hospital. Unbelievably, it seems he ran into the person who killed that woman in the woods. Jasper was hit in the head. He’s okay, but it was touch and go at first. Sarna’s been a mess. She’s upset with me. She wants to leave, but she can’t. Jasper’s upset too. We argued.” Royce shook his head when he realized he was rambling.

	“Sarna…” Gus poked a thumb toward Royce’s closed bedroom door. “She’s staying in your room?”

	Royce nodded. “I’m staying in the guest room.”

	“Where’s Alice?”

	The mention of Alice’s name pulled Royce out of his reverie. He couldn’t believe that he’d been with her only forty-eight hours ago. “She’s gone. We spent…” He tried to think of what to say. “I thought…” He cleared his throat. “I don’t know, Gus. She and I had a moment. We shared a night together. But she’s got some problems she’s got to figure out. She didn’t want me involved. When I woke up the other morning, she was gone. And I have no idea where.”

	“I see,” said Gus. His face showed little reaction. “I’m sorry.”

	“You and me both. I might have gone to find her, but I came home to find my unexpected family waiting for me.”

	Gus studied him. “Your half-brother. The one in the hospital. You two have the same father?”

	Royce didn’t see the point of continuing to hide anything from Gus. The man was almost as sensitive as his sister. “Yes. We do.”

	“And where is your father?”

	Royce hesitated, but glanced upward.

	“I see.”

	“You asked.”

	“I know.” He rested his forearms on the table. “When will Jasper leave the hospital?”

	“Sarna hopes tomorrow. But you know how hospitals are. It may not be until the next day.”

	“And then they will leave?”

	“Yes.”

	“So you have some time?”

	Royce shot a pointed look at Gus. “Time for what?”

	“Time to think.”

	Royce shifted in his seat. His conversation with Gus several nights earlier replayed in his mind. “I know what you’re thinking. I remember what you told me.” He held out a hand. “There would be a woman. She would break my heart. I would have visitors and face my destiny. Well,” He flicked his finger in the air, “check, check, check.” He released a deep breath. “But I know what I’m doing, and I’m not going anywhere.” He dropped his hand back to the table. “Whatever my destiny is, I’m sure it does not require me leaving the planet. I would hope for that much.” It was the first time he’d audibly vocalized his origins to anyone, but at that point, he didn’t care how it sounded.

	Gus studied him but said nothing.

	Royce moaned. “What? What is it?”

	“Nothing.”

	Gus maintained his relaxed composure, and Royce found it irritating. He pointed at his friend. “No. I know that look. It’s definitely something.”

	Gus interlaced his hands. “Only that I want you to make this decision with a clear head. You’ve been through a lot these last few days. This visit and this choice is unexpected. Jasper’s injury, while unfortunate, has afforded you exactly what you need. Time.”

	“I don’t need any time.” He shifted again and stared at a potted plant on his counter.

	Gus continued. “Regardless, you have it, so you should use it. At least you can get to know Sarna better. Since you will likely never see her again after she leaves.”

	Royce flicked his eyes toward Gus. “Stop that.”

	The side of Gus’s mouth turned up. “Stop what?”

	“Sarna and I are not together. She and I argue more than anything else. We don’t like each other.”

	Gus nodded, his expression still serene. “That’s too bad.”

	Royce tapped his finger on the table. “Is there a reason you stopped by? Other than to check on me?”

	“Actually, yes. It’s a good thing too.”

	Royce furrowed his brow. “What?”

	Gus reached into his jacket pocket. “I brought you something. Now I know why.”

	“What do you mean?”

	Gus pulled out a small gray pouch. He put it on the table. “I had a dream. I saw that you may need this.”

	Royce eyed the pouch. “What is that?”

	“Spirit powder. My grandfather’s own special recipe.”

	“Spirit powder?” Royce reached over and picked up the pouch.

	“I use it on my walks. It can help cut through confusion. Help to clear the mind.”

	Royce sighed and dropped the pouch. “I don’t need any peyote, Gus.”

	Gus laughed softly. “Don’t worry, Starman. Nothing like that. But it will help you to maintain calm, despite whatever you may be facing. Perhaps it will help you make your decision.”

	“I’ve made my decision.”

	Gus shrugged. “Then use it to help with Sarna. Perhaps you’ll argue less.”

	Royce narrowed his eyes. He picked up the pouch again. “How do I use it?”

	“Very simple. Take a pinch in your fingers, and rub it on your skin. It’s a powder. You can inhale it as well. It has a nice scent. But be careful with ingesting it.”

	“So, don’t put it in my tea?”

	Gus shrugged. “You can, but stay close to home. Once it kicks in, it’s a strong purging agent. I might take a small amount before a walk to cleanse the body. But it’s not necessary in your case.”

	Royce held the pouch. He was normally not someone who would use a Spirit powder, but he knew Gus. And if Gus made, used, and trusted it, then he knew it had merit. “How does it help with sleeping?”

	“It can’t hurt.”

	Royce nodded. “Thanks. I’ll try it.”

	“Good.” He stood. “I’ll leave then, so you can spend some time with Sarna.”

	“Gus…”

	Gus held up his hands. “It may be her last night here.”

	Royce stood. “I’m okay with that.”

	Gus walked to the door but stopped before leaving. His eyes held a contemplative look. “Be sure of what you say, Starman. Don’t let your feelings for Alice cloud your judgment of Sarna. Perhaps you should consider that Alice was only a stepping stone.”

	Royce wasn’t sure how to respond. He opened his mouth but didn’t speak.

	Gus patted Royce on the arm. “Use these next twenty-four hours wisely, my friend.” Smiling, he turned and left.


Chapter Twenty-Two

	 

	 

	ROYCE THREW ON a pair of sweat pants and a t-shirt. He’d taken a long hot shower and rubbed some of Gus’s Spirit powder on his chest and arms. He didn’t know how much was too much, but considering his circumstances, he figured he could use an extra dose.

	He stepped outside the bedroom into the living area. The lamp was on, but the room was empty. He hadn’t seen Sarna since she’d gone to take her own shower. A wooden squeak made him turn, and he saw her silhouette on the porch. She was sitting in the wooden rocker. Royce grabbed two bottled waters from the fridge and went outside to join her. Stepping through the door, he felt the cool air against his skin.

	“Here,” he said, handing her the water. She took it and continued to rock, but stayed quiet. “I figured you’d be sound asleep by now.” He leaned against the porch rail, unscrewed his water, and took a sip.

	A breeze blew her hair, and she brushed it away. “Your friend, Gus, was right. It’s a nice night. Figured I’d sit outside for a bit.” She rocked gently. “It might be the last time I get to do it on your lovely planet.”

	He cocked an eyebrow. “I thought you’d had enough of this lovely planet.”

	She rested her head against the chair. “It’s growing on me.”

	“Meat lovers and all?”

	She made a face. “Don’t push it.”

	He smiled and looked out over his property. The frogs were croaking and the crickets were singing. The trees swayed in the wind as moonlight peeked through the trees. It was indeed a lovely night.

	“Your friend Gus seemed nice.”

	He drank his water. “He is.”

	“He seems different than the others I’ve met.”

	“He is.”

	She paused. “Does he know about me and Jasper?”

	He noticed she was wearing his bathrobe. “You sense that from him?”

	“I do.”

	“You’re right. He knows.”

	She had no reaction. “Does he have an opinion?”

	“About what?”

	“About you. What you should do?”

	He tensed. “Does it matter?”

	She shrugged. “Just curious.” She stared out at the trees.

	“I’m sure he does,” he said, “but he’s kept it to himself. It’s what friends do.”

	She shot a stony glare at him. “I would think good friends would offer their advice if they cared.”

	Her rigid posture and furrowed brow conveyed her steely determination to again attempt to change his mind. His normal reaction would have been to argue and annoy her, but Gus’s Spirit powder appeared to be kicking in. So instead of telling her to mind her own business, he walked over, pulled up another chair, and sat across from her. Her eyes rounded as he did so.

	“Listen to me,” he said, leaning forward. “I know what you want and why you want it. You’re upset. You came a long way. Jasper’s been hurt and you’ve had a difficult trip. You have a lot riding on my decision, and you want me to help solve all your planet’s problems.” He hung his head. “I wish I could be what you wanted. I wish I could give you the answer you seek. But Sarna,” he looked up at her, “you’ve been here one week. You don’t know me or anything about my life. I’m not staying here to annoy you. I’m staying here because it’s where I belong.”

	He waited for her outburst, but none came. She simply stared with an expression that told him she had something to say but wasn’t sure how to say it. Suddenly, she stood, walked to the railing and studied the trees. A few seconds passed and she looked back. “Come here,” she said.

	Her strange mood surprised him. “What?”

	“Just come here.”

	He stood slowly and walked up next to her.

	“I do know you.”

	He shook his head. “I’m confused. I can appreciate the fact that we’ve been stuck together since you got here, and that you don’t like me personally…”

	“Would you shut up.” She nibbled her lip. “I know you better than you think I do.” She sucked in a breath and let it out. Shaking her hands, she raised them, palms out, as if she were giving him two high fives. “Put up your hands.”

	Royce looked at her as if she’d just told him she wanted to climb a tree. “What for?”

	She rolled her eyes at him. “Would you just do it? Before I change my mind?”

	Unsure, but curious, he did as she asked. He raised his hands, palms out. Sarna pressed her palms against his and interlaced her fingers with his own. He felt her skin warm his fingers. “What are you doing?”

	“This is a connection exercise. It’s called Shakti on my planet.”

	“Shak-what?”

	She scrunched her face. “It doesn’t matter what it’s called. All that matters is what it does. As Red-Lines, we can connect on higher levels beyond the five senses. All you have to do is open up.”

	“Open up? What are you going to do? Read my mind?”

	“That is completely up to you. You can give as much or as little as you wish. This is mainly about communication without words. Sometimes, it’s much more effective. Words can get in the way.”

	He frowned at her. “What do I have to do?”

	“Look at me. Open up your senses and connect. I’ll do the same with you. Just search for the connection.”

	He fidgeted. “There’s no phone number?”

	Sarna stared back. “If you take this seriously, you’ll have a direct line.”

	Her tone and look turned serious, and he felt the energy shift around him. She was staring right at him, and he found himself looking back. Her dark eyes softened, and warmth began to spread through his hands and into his forearms. Small chills coursed through him. As the swirling energy began to pick up pace, he felt like he was sitting in a whirlpool. He didn’t know what this exercise was, but he was beginning to like it. Feeling himself calm, he relaxed his shoulders and face. Everything seemed to slow down, and the longer he looked at her, the more serene he felt. The whirlpool became a warm tub. His heart rate slowed and his mind went clear and still.  And then came the unexpected—he felt her. Not physically, but energetically. The heat continued up his forearms and moved into his chest. The energy she exuded was peaceful and soothing, like he’d just walked onto a white sand beach. And although his body warmed, her essence had a cooling effect. She felt soft and sweet, as if tasting ice cream for the first time. He closed his eyes, just as she closed hers; eyesight was no longer necessary.

	Her presence was magnetic. Without thinking, in his mind, he stepped forward and their energies merged. His strong and sturdy; hers confident and secure. The power of the connection caused him to take a deep breath. The feeling was indescribable. Adjusting to the sensations, he knew exactly what she’d meant. If he’d allowed her to, she could see everything about him. Every thought, feeling, word, and deed. He continued to breathe deeply, trying to control the overwhelming response of connecting with her. He heard her take a breath, and the warmth in his torso moved into his belly. His head felt like he was submerged in syrup. They remained that way as they adapted to each other’s presence. Once he felt himself settle down, he felt a shift in her. Suddenly, he could see her back on Eudora. Numerous flashes of insight rushed at him, and he tried to follow them. He saw her laughing with a group of friends, arguing with a man, running and hiding from an unknown assailant, holding an older woman’s hand, crying over a coffin, talking with Jasper and two others in a dark place, speaking with Royce’s father, weeping in seclusion, and staring at a picture she held of a man. Her emotions became his. He felt everything—joy, hope, and excitement mixed with grief, fear, and doubt. As he tried to assimilate to everything, the picture she held caught his eye. It was faded, but he could make out the face in the photo. He sucked in a breath when he recognized himself. He was the man in the picture.

	The awareness surprised him, and he almost pulled back. But in the same second he felt her fear of his judgment and he stopped himself. He realized how much she had shared with him and how vulnerable she was, and in return, before he could stop himself, he opened up and let her in. His mind reflected on his past. His sisters and how they grew up. His father’s visits, and Royce’s ambivalence toward him. How much he missed him. His love for his mother. All of these things came easily. But then he found himself showing her his isolation, his worries for his family and his doubt about his future. His revelations surprised him. As she read him, the heat continued to spread through his body. It ran down his legs and everything felt like he was on a tropical island with no shade. Connecting with her was peaceful, but also exciting. Suddenly, other thoughts entered his mind. Thoughts of what he and Sarna could do together. Instantly, he felt her shut down and pull back, but not before he’d read the same thoughts from her. He wasn’t the only one on the tropical island.

	He opened his eyes as she opened hers. Hands still interlaced, they stared at each other. The heat coming off him was intense, and he knew she felt the same. He couldn’t stop looking at her.

	Neither of them moved. Visions of pulling her into his arms swam in his head. Feeling a desire for her he could not deny, Royce stepped closer. She took an unsure step toward him, but a nearby bird cawed loudly. She stopped. Something shifted in her, and she pulled her hands from his.

	Her face flushed. “It’s been a long day. We should get some sleep.” She swallowed and took a shaky breath. “We’ll talk more in the morning.”

	Before he could say anything, she stepped away and walked back into the house, leaving him alone on the porch.

	 

	**

	 

	Royce leaned on the porch rail, staring out at the dark night. He’d been there an hour, still reeling from the experience with Sarna. After she’d left, he’d needed time to catch his breath. The feeling and emotion of connecting with her still swirled inside him. He had numerous questions. Why and how did she have his picture? What had she been talking to his father about? He felt confident the coffin she wept over was her brother’s and the woman whose hand she held was her mother’s. 

	Royce hung his head. He didn’t know how that exercise was supposed to have helped him because now he felt more confused than ever. He looked up again and studied the woods behind his cabin. The woodpile was neatly stacked and the small picnic table nearby was clean. It was where he normally stacked his tools while working.  He heard the shed door bang as the wind blew it. 

	Royce frowned as his thoughts shifted from Sarna to the shed. It was on the side of the house, but he always closed the door after putting away his tools and camping equipment. But the last time he’d opened it was when he’d hidden the shoe. He knew he’d latched it then. The door should not be moving with the wind.

	Listening as the door banged again, he stepped off the porch and walked around to the side of the house. The small shed stood quietly beside his home, lighted only by the moon. A breeze blew and the door swayed. It was open.

	He recalled putting the pink tennis shoe in the shed and carefully concealing it. Something cold washed over him. Looking around, he reached out with his senses to feel for anyone’s presence but saw and felt nothing. The only sound was the breeze blowing through the trees. He walked over to the shed and swung the door all the way open. There was a flashlight on a shelf, and he picked it up and flicked it on. He swung it around the small shed. Nothing looked disturbed. His tools were all where they should have been and nothing appeared to be out of place. He moved to the back of the shed, moved some items, and pulled up a board in the floor. The plastic bag containing the pink shoe remained right where he’d left it—in the small hole in the ground under his camping gear. 

	Royce dropped the board back in place and snapped off the flashlight. Images of a scared RJ pacing in his home flashed in his brain. He remembered their plan to check the ship’s camera and made a mental note to talk to Jasper about it before he and Sarna left. He exited the shed, closed the door, and studied the latch. It was a simple bolt that slid shut. Nothing that required a key or combination.  He’d considered adding a padlock after what happened with RJ, but figured that would look more suspicious. Royce slid the bolt closed again and it clicked into place. He thought back to when he’d put the shoe here. Had he forgotten to bolt it? Had someone else come into the shed after him? It was possible Sarna could have looked inside if she’d been curious. Royce sensed for any presence that might have been nearby, but again felt nothing. He shook his head and decided that tomorrow, he’d better find another place to hide the shoe.

	He left the area and returned to the back of the house. Concerns about the shoe drifted away as thoughts of Sarna and their encounter returned. Right now, she was in his bed sleeping. He imagined her lying there, eyes closed, her body… Grimacing, he stopped himself as his body heated again. Sighing, he walked back toward the porch stairs. He needed to go to sleep, but he knew he would only toss and turn while images of her plagued him.

	Taking the porch steps two at a time, he reached the top, and stopped short. Standing outside the back door, watching him, was Sarna.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Three

	 

	 

	ROYCE FROZE. HE had absolutely no idea what to say and apparently neither did she. Her hair was tousled, she still wore his robe, and she looked as conflicted as he was.

	His heart began to pound and sweat popped out on his skin. He didn’t know what the intention of that connection exercise had been, but it had definitely flicked some sort of switch inside him. Just looking at her made him feel like a bolt of lightning had hit him in the chest.

	She took an unsteady breath, and he wondered if she felt the same. 

	Finally managing to speak, she said, “Just listen.”

	Royce nodded his head. His throat was stuck together anyway.

	Her eyes reflected the porch light. “Repeat after me,” she said, raising a hand. “We are not Binding.”

	He managed to speak despite his closed throat. “What? We’re not what?”

	“We are not Binding. Say it.”

	Royce recalled the word. His father had mentioned it at his last visit. And then it had come up again when Gilli, his sister, had met her fiancé. He knew what it meant. When a female Red-Line took a mate, it was called a Binding.

	He said it. “We are not Binding.”

	She let out a deep breath. “Good. Say it again.”

	Royce recalled that Bindings were initiated by the female and involved a prolonged period of sexual activity. He swallowed. “We are not Binding.”

	She stepped forward. “This is not a Binding,” she said. “Just a moment of distraction. That’s it. Nothing more.”

	He nodded and took a step. “That’s right. Simple and harmless. No Binding involved.” His heart was thumping so hard, he didn’t know how she couldn’t hear it. Maybe she did.

	“That’s right,” she said, sounding breathless. “No Binding. No Binding at all.” She walked right into his arms, and he bent lower. Their lips met. She wrapped herself around him, and he lifted her and slanted his lips over hers. The effect was instantaneous. Everything flared and sparked and he felt like a box of fireworks suddenly all lighted inside him at once. She kissed him back and moaned into his mouth, and he groaned deeply. Holding her, he felt her legs lock around him. He slid his hands into her hair and kissed her hard. The energy between them was ramping up so fast, he could barely breathe. He heard her own hurried breath as her tongue probed his mouth. He carried her to the side of the house and pushed her against it as the kiss continued. He moved his lips over hers as she raked her fingers up his shoulders.

	She pulled away and spoke against his mouth. “We are not Binding.”

	“No,” he said, in a breathless whisper. “This is not a Binding.”

	Her lips slid back over his, and he ran his hands down her back, cupped her buttocks, and pulled her against him. The high-pitched moan that came from her almost overwhelmed him, and he fought to stay in control. Her mouth and body moving against him was like nothing he’d ever felt.

	He reached out, found the edge of the door, and swung it open. He wrapped his arms around her and carried her into the kitchen. They continued to kiss as he stumbled on a rug and almost fell, but he found his footing and managed his way through the dark into his bedroom.

	He pushed her against the back wall and let go of her. Her legs slid down and he yanked on the belt of her robe and pulled it open. She wore one of his white t-shirts. She let the robe drop, and he grabbed at the shirt and pulled it off of her. There was nothing on beneath it.

	He spoke a muffled curse and pulled her back into his arms. They kissed deeply as Royce let his hands roam over her body, making the noises that escaped her sound like purring. The feel of her skin against his fingers was intoxicating and she moved against him, trying to get closer.

	He pulled back and removed his shirt as she grabbed the waistband of his sweatpants and pulled them down. He kicked them off and yanked her back. Her skin against his created a furnace around them. He felt her hands explore his chest and then move downward. They were breathing hard as he slid his lips to her neck and trailed kisses behind her ear and down to her shoulder. Her head fell back, and her fingernails dug into his skin.

	Eager for her, he picked her up and brought her to the bed. He let her fall against it. He followed and hovered over her, trying to catch his breath. She looked up at him, her eyes glistening in the light. Staring down at her, he couldn’t believe how beautiful she was. How had he not noticed before?

	She lifted a hand and let her fingers trail down his chest. The sensation was electric. He lowered himself slowly and grazed his lips over hers. The kiss was soft and patient, but he sensed the powerful force behind it, and he wanted to savor every part of it. Their breath intermingling, she raised her head to deepen the kiss, but he pulled back, letting the energy build.

	Forcing himself to slow down, he leaned sideways against her and rested his head in his palm. He raised his other hand and trailed his fingers down her body, taking his time at her most delicate areas. Her soft skin was exquisite. She moaned and her body writhed, as he thrilled in his ability to pleasure her.

	He bit his lip as she moved her own hand over him, starting at his chest and slowly moving lower. Groaning and unable to hold back, he shifted his weight and loomed over her. She arched against him, and he lowered himself against her, bracing himself on his elbows.

	Their lips met, but before he let the kiss deepen, he spoke against her lips through a heavy breath. “Tell me you want me.”

	Her eyes lit up. She wriggled her hips against his, and he almost screamed at the sensation.

	“I want you, Royce Fletcher,” she said. Her voice was deep and a soft whine escaped her as he moved against her. “But,” she said, as she closed her eyes and clenched her jaw as he continued to grind against her, “we are not Binding.” She spoke so low, he almost didn’t hear her.

	“No,” he said, feeling her fingers grip his back. “Absolutely not.” His body aching, Royce lowered his head and met her lips once more in a fierce kiss.

	 

	**

	 

	The phone rang. Its melodic tone traveled through the house and reached the bedroom. Royce cracked an eye open. Sunlight filtered through the curtains. He had no idea what time it was. The ringing stopped, and Royce lifted his head. Blinking his eyes, he looked around. He was naked in his bed, but he was alone. He sat up. “Sarna?”

	“Right here,” she said, walking back into his room. She carried two cups of coffee and his phone under her arm. She wore his bathrobe. Royce admired her in the soft light. Her hair was askew and her eyes puffy, but she looked just as beautiful as she had the previous night.

	Sarna handed him a cup and put his phone by the bed. “It was Jasper. He’s waiting for them to do their tests.”

	“What time is it?”

	“Ten o’clock.”

	He eyed her robe and remembered what she looked like without it. “What time did we finally go to sleep?”

	She blushed. “I don’t know. Five, maybe six.” She put her coffee down on the night stand and sat next to him in the bed. She opened the drawer and took out her watch. Turning it over, she revealed the small compartment with the tiny white pills. She took one out, closed the watch, and put it back in the drawer.

	“You take that every day?” asked Royce.

	“Yes.” She popped the pill in her mouth, picked up her coffee, and took a sip.

	“What happens if you don’t take it?”

	She stared at his bare chest. “Our bodies would begin to break down. We’d become weaker, become susceptible to illness. If we stayed, we’d eventually succumb.”

	“You can stop taking it once you leave?”

	“Eventually, yes. Depends though, on how sensitive you are and how quickly you readjust.”

	“You have enough after what happened to Jasper?”

	Her eyes traveled downward and lingered on his lower body, although the sheet covered him. “As long as we don’t stay much longer.”

	“Would I need to take something to survive on Eudora?”

	Her eyes didn’t stray. “No. You might have a few adjustment issues, but a healer could help with that. Once you were there for a while, you’d acclimate.”

	She took another sip, and Royce took a gulp of his own coffee. The thought of her leaving made him feel heavy, but he tried not to think about it. He just wanted to enjoy being with her. At the moment, the heat of her gaze, along with the coffee, was making him warm considerably. He let go of a deep breath. “What are you thinking?”

	Her gaze traveled back up his belly and chest and she stared at him, picking up on the energy he was giving off. She moved a hand to his knee. “How long do these tests normally take?”

	“Once they start them? I don’t know. An hour, maybe two.” He put his coffee cup down on the side table.

	She put her own cup down. “Well, I suppose we have a little time.”

	“We sure do,” said Royce, feeling his body react.

	Sarna stood and dropped her robe. Naked, she slid into the sheets and moved over Royce, straddling him. He moaned as she slid her hands over his chest. “Feel like a little more non-Binding?”

	Still sitting up, he wrapped his arms around her waist. Her head came down and she kissed him.

	“Yes,” he said over her lips. “Let’s non-Bind.”

	Smiling, she pushed him back against the sheets.

	 

	**

	 

	A few hours later, Sarna snuggled into Royce’s chest. His arm wrapped around her; he pulled her close. She trailed her fingers over his skin, and he savored the sensation of having her beside him. How he had gone from disliking this woman forty-eight hours ago to now having her in his bed, he had no idea.

	She touched the pink raised marks on his chest. “What happened here?” she asked.

	He glanced down. His injuries were healing quickly. He’d realized after his Shift that being a Red-Line had its advantages. “Just a run in with an angry animal.”

	“An angry, big animal.” She placed her palm over the marks. “Don’t tell me. You pissed him off, didn’t you?”

	“I may have played a small part.”

	“No doubt.”

	“I chased him off though. We’re on good terms now.”

	“Good. I hope so.” She sighed contentedly. “Now I know about your apparent issues with the animal kingdom, but what about your family? What’s it like growing up Red-Lines when everyone else around you is human?”

	Royce ran his hand down her arm. “Not that difficult really. It’s not like we act or look different. We were just normal kids. Except for dad being gone all the time.”

	“How did you explain that?”

	Royce thought back and smiled. “I used to tell other kids he was a secret agent. That he worked for the government. And that if I told them what he did, I’d have to kill them.”

	“Did they buy it?”

	“No. I don’t think so. My mom just told people he was in the military. Seemed to work.”

	“What about your sisters? What was it like for them?”

	Royce shrugged. “Same as it was for me, I suspect. We just dealt with it. Heck, plenty of families have no dad at all. At least we saw ours occasionally.” He paused. “It was mainly after we Shifted that life became difficult.”

	“Why?”

	“Because things changed. Our abilities revealed themselves. Then we had to adjust to that. We had to be more careful about not revealing ourselves.”

	He felt her nod against him. “I didn’t think about that,” she said. “I remember after my Shift, I felt overwhelmed. I was feeling, sensing, and hearing things I’d never felt before. I had no idea how to control it.”

	“Exactly,” said Royce. “I couldn’t walk through a room without breaking a plate or a light bulb. Mom basically tied a broom to my hand and told me to clean up after myself.”

	“What about your sisters? What can they do?”

	Royce pictured Eve in his head. “We all seemed to get different gifts. Eve can talk to all things non-human. Animals, plants, the Earth. After her Shift, she wouldn’t come out of her room. Said there were too many voices in her head. She couldn’t hear anything else. Took her a while to figure out how to handle it.”

	“That’s a unique gift,” said Sarna. “Not many others I know can do that. And if they do, it’s usually limited to one thing. They can talk to animals, but that’s it.”

	“Eve’s strength is animals.  But if you tell her what frequency, she can usually pick it up.”

	“What about your other sister?”

	“Gillian,” said Royce. He thought of how he almost lost her six months earlier. “She’s like you. She’s highly empathic. She can sense feelings and emotions. You can’t lie to her.”

	“Hmm,” Sarna said. “I know what that’s like.”

	“Gilli had a hard time after her Shift. She and Eve are different. Eve retreated for a while, but she’s highly social, and eventually she found a way to cope. For her, being around others was her way of dealing with it. But Gilli was the opposite. She’s more introverted. Suddenly having all that chatter in her head was very debilitating. She withdrew. Said it was too hard to be around people. She didn’t like knowing when friends were lying to her or her family, or what people were really thinking.”

	“I can sympathize. It’s very hard.”

	“After a while, we finally coaxed her out. Told her she had to find a way to cope with it. Plus, we had other issues to consider by then.”

	He felt her move against him. “What issues?”

	“Dad told us that because of who we were, now that we’d Shifted, we’d have to separate.”

	“What?” asked Sarna, lifting her head. “Why?”

	“Because the three of us together were very powerful. We emitted a signal that would be easy to track for anyone who might come looking for us.” Royce remembered that day with discomfort. “We were shocked. Up until that point, we’d spent almost every day together. But now, according to Dad, we would need to leave home. We couldn’t stay together anymore.”

	She sighed against him. “I guess that’s true. You’re triplets. All Red-Lines. All with exceptional gifts. I suspect you would give off a signal that any sensitive Red-Line could find if they came looking.” She snuggled back into his neck. “He must have worried that one day his secret would come out.”

	“He must have. He told us to keep our distance from each other. We could visit on occasion, but not too often. I suppose in retrospect, it was inevitable. I think Eve was ready to venture out anyway. She wanted to make her mark in the world. Move to a big city. Meet lots of people. Date lots of men. Experience everything she could.”

	“Sounds like she is adventurous.”

	“She flourished. Did exactly what she set out to do. She’s fiercely independent. You want someone to tell you the truth? Ask Eve.”

	“And Gillian?”

	“It was much harder for her. Getting out of the house was painful. No matter what she did to silence the voices, she could still hear them. She did move out, but kept to herself, made few friends, and rarely strayed far from her home. We were worried about her.”

	“What changed?”

	“She decided she’d use her gift for good. Instead of tuning in to all the negativity, she taught herself to pay attention to all the positive. Then something interesting happened.”

	“What?”

	“She began to hear people’s calls for help. It was like a public broadcast. Some stood out more than others. She began to find these people. She’d meet them, get to know them, and try to help them. Since she couldn’t be around her family, she found a way to fill the void.”

	“Smart.”

	“We didn’t like it at first. She’d disappear, not tell us what she was doing. We made her promise to stay in touch and let us know where she was. We quickly learned she can be just as stubborn as Eve. And just as brave. Helping others breathed new life into her. Despite our objections, it was the best thing that ever happened to her.”

	“Funny how that happens, isn’t it? Our greatest challenges become our greatest gifts.”

	“Yeah. I agree.”

	She played with his chest hair. “What about you? What happened when you left?”

	“I’m sort of a cross between Eve and Gillian. Before the Shift, I was like Eve—pretty active. Sports, girls, fast cars, music. Afterward, things changed. I was more like Gilli. But I found that I liked my space. I can be solitary and not feel lonely. I found a piece of land, built a house, and I’ve been here since. I like it.”

	“But…”

	“But? What ‘but’?”

	“I sense it. There’s something else you’re not mentioning.”

	He paused. “Not really. I guess what you’re feeling is that I’m restless.”

	She lifted her head. “Why?”

	“Because,” He considered how to answer. “I can’t help but wonder…what’s next?” He waited for Sarna’s anticipated response—for him to leave with her, but to her credit, she didn’t say what he expected.

	“That’s understandable. At some point, everyone asks that question.” She paused, wrapped her arm around him, and hugged him. “Tell me about Gus. What’s his story?”

	He chuckled. “Gus? He’s my best friend. I met him not long after I moved here. I was out camping, and he just walked into my campsite, sat down, and started talking. Said he’d seen me in a vision. Knew we would be friends. And knew I was different.”

	“A vision?”

	“Yes. Gus is Native-American, a descendent of the Iroquois tribe. He’s a well-known healer and tracker. I think he’s just as gifted as me and my sisters.”

	She laughed. “You sure he’s not a Red-Line?”

	He rested his jaw against her forehead. “Pretty sure.”

	“And he knows who you are?”

	“I think he’s getting the picture. He knows I can move objects. Says I come from the stars. It’s why he calls me Starman. Knows I can hide too. He sees it in his visions.”

	“You can hide?”

	“Well, I’m not great at it. Dad told me about it. He called it cloaking. Said he developed the skill over time. Most people can cloak their minds, but few can cloak their physical body.”

	She looked up. “He’s right. It’s not easy. You have to muster a lot of control for a long time. You can do that?”

	“I had to sit and quiet my mind for long periods. It was gradual. But I managed to hide from a bear.”

	“A bear?” She pushed up. “Are you crazy?”

	“It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

	“Did it work?”

	“Walked right by me.”

	“And he didn’t see you?”

	He thought back. “He sniffed the air and pawed the ground. Chuffed a bit. I think he sensed me, but just couldn’t place where I was.”

	She stared at him open-mouthed, then looked at his chest. “Don’t tell me.” She pointed at his injuries. “Did your bear do this?”

	The bear’s roar echoed in his mind. “I wasn’t cloaked then. He snuck up on me.”

	“Uh-huh. Suddenly I don’t feel so sorry for you.”

	“He was just expressing his frustrations.”

	She dropped her head back down to his chest. “You’re lucky.”

	He touched his wounds. “You’re right. I suppose I am.”

	“Next time, try cloaking yourself around a squirrel.”

	He smiled. “Good idea. I’ll consider that.”

	She picked up the stone around his neck and held it. “I’d appreciate it.” She picked up his necklace. “Where’d you get this?”

	He eyed the dark rock. “Dad gave it to me. I wear it all the time.”

	“You know what this is, don’t you?”

	“It’s a stone. That’s all I can tell you.”

	“It’s from Eudora. It’s an Elgith Stone.”

	“It’s a what?”

	“An Elgith Stone. It’s sacred.”

	 “Really? What, does it have special powers?’

	She nodded against him. “Yes, actually. It’s a healing stone and is supposed to provide protection to the wearer.” She rubbed her thumb over it. “Have you noticed that it’s always cool to the touch?”

	He touched it. “Yes, I have. Feels great on a hot day.”

	“This rock is protected on Eudora. If you were found wearing it, it would be confiscated.”

	“Confiscated? What for?”

	She dropped the stone and put her hand on his chest. “There’s a story behind it.”

	“What’s that?”

	“Well,” she said, snuggling back into him, “many years ago, there was a mythical, wealthy king who had a son named Elgith. The son was spoiled, but the king could not refuse him and granted his every desire. When the son grew up, he found and married the most beautiful woman he could find, who in turn, married him for his wealth. They lived for years enjoying his money and parading her beauty.”

	“Nice guy,” said Royce.

	She sighed and continued. “Eventually, though, the king died. Those on the Council elected a new king and the son, who had few friends on the Council, saw all his riches stripped from him. He and his wife had nothing. His wife, now poor, left him. She knew her beauty would win her another rich man. Elgith was despondent. He’d lost everything, save for one thing. The Council had allowed him to keep the land his father had given him. It was beautiful with majestic trees and a shimmering lake. But when Elgith returned to the land, he’d found that over the years, the land had fallen into neglect. The trees were small and bare, and the lake had dried up. Elgith put all his time and effort into his property. The trees grew mighty again and the grass became thick and green, but the lake would not fill. There had not been enough rain. As the years passed, Elgith focused on other matters. His land bore beautiful fruit, which he sold at the marketplace. And it was during one of those visits that he saw her.”

	Royce ran his fingers through Sarna’s hair. “Who?”

	“The wife who had left him. He was shocked to see her. She came to his stand and bought his fruit, and he learned that she had married a wealthy man, but her beauty had faded. She did not love her husband and knew that he took other lovers. Over the years, she’d come to hate him, and all the wealth in the world had not brought her happiness.”

	“I hope this story has a happy ending,” said Royce.

	“Let me finish. After their meeting, Elgith continued to meet with her at the market. Over time, they fell in love. She eventually left her husband, asking for nothing, and remarried Elgith. They lived many happy years together on his property.”

	“How does the stone fit into this?”

	“Would you shush? I’m almost done.” She played with the stone again. “One day, Elgith’s wife became ill, and she died not long after. Elgith was devastated. His tears began and did not stop. Years of grief caused the tears to fall continuously, until, as the legend goes, the lake filled with his tears.”

	“This is not a happy ending.”

	“I know.”

	“What happened then?”

	“Elgith died from grief.”

	Royce snorted. “What kind of story is this?”

	“The story goes that after his death, his land was retaken by the Council. As the years passed, the lake began to lose water again until it was empty, but what was left behind was this stone. The Elgith Stone.”

	“Really?”

	“Yes. Soon, they began to mine and sell the stone. Those who wore it spoke of how it made them feel. How they healed from injuries and illness. How it had protected them from disaster and prevented poor decisions. They believed that Elgith’s tears had mixed with the elements to create and give the stone special powers. The stone was mined from the empty lake until there was almost none left. It was at that point that the political climate had changed. The Council deemed it a sacred stone and thus protected it. All those who owned it were to return it to the quarry from where it came.”

	“So technically, Dad broke the law?”

	“Technically, yes. But he is the High Leader, so he has some leeway. But no. It’s not supposed to be privately owned. Of course, many people still have it, they just keep it hidden. But if it were to be found, it would be confiscated and returned to the quarry.”

	“A healing stone, huh?” Royce touched it. Had the rock helped him recover from his snake bite, and kept him from collapsing from exhaustion the day he’d returned from Alice’s and met Jasper and Sarna?

	“I think he gave this to you for a reason.”

	Royce shifted to his side and faced her. “What’s that?”

	She put a hand on his cheek. “You’re the rightful heir. You should have it. He wanted to be sure you were protected and safe.”

	Royce thought back on their connection the night before. “Can I ask you something?”

	She rested her head on her hand. “Yes.”

	“During our connection last night. I saw things.”

	“What did you see?”

	He recalled his vision. “Why did you have my picture? And what did you talk about with my dad?”

	She went still and sighed. “Your father gave me your picture. Her eyes shifted as she thought back. “He’d told Jasper about you and your sisters. Jasper told me. Your father found out and wanted to talk with me. I agreed.”

	Royce furrowed his brow. “What did he say?”

	She paused. “He explained to me why he had another family. How he had left you all behind and visited infrequently. It was to keep you safe, but he was wracked with guilt. He pulled out a picture. It was of you. He told me about you…how strong you were. How proud he was of you. That you were all the things he wished he could be. Brave, smart, kind, and compassionate. He wishes he’d told you that.”

	Royce didn’t know what to say. His father had rarely expressed emotions with him. 

	“Even though Jasper kept it a secret, your father knew Jasper was going to try and reach out to you, against his wishes. He doesn’t want you or your sisters to get caught up in his issues. He wants you left alone. But at the same time, he knows the situation on Eudora. The next leader is critical to the path he wants for our planet, and he knows Roma is the wrong choice.”

	“He never talked to me about this.”

	“I know.” She rested her hand over his. “He felt it was too much of a burden to put on your shoulders. He knew it wasn’t fair to ask of you, so he didn’t.”

	“But Jasper could.”

	“Yes. Your father asked me to go with Jasper. Jasper is a good man, but he is impulsive and tends to act before he thinks. Your father was afraid he’d get himself into trouble, or worse, create a wedge between you and your other family.”

	“I can see that.”

	“So I agreed.”

	“But why you?” asked Royce. “No offense, but Sarna, you’re just as impulsive and even more opinionated.”

	Sarna squeezed his hand. “I asked to go.”

	Royce raised an eyebrow. “Why?”

	She paused. “Because of the picture.”

	“The picture? Am I that attractive?”

	She smiled. “You are. But not in the way that you mean.”

	He rubbed his fingers along her forearm. “I’m confused.”

	“I saw the picture…and I felt something. I didn’t understand it. It felt like a pull.” She held his gaze. “I couldn’t stop staring at it. There was something about you I can’t explain. I felt…” She blushed. “I knew I had to meet you.” She grazed her thumb over his fingers. “I didn’t understand and I still don’t, but I believe you and I have a purpose, Royce. I don’t know what it is, but it’s there. I knew it then, and I know it now.”

	Her eyes glistened, and Royce felt a constriction in his chest that he didn’t even realize existed, release. An energetic pulse rushed through him. Her words soothed him and he understood what she meant. There was a reason they had come together. He took her fingers in his own. “Listen.”

	“What?” A tear escaped and ran down her cheek, and she wiped it away. “Sorry. I don’t know why I’m so emotional.”

	Royce sensed her turmoil but felt his own uncoil. Feeling a knowing sensation settle over him, he made a decision. “Hey.”

	She swiped at her face again. “What?”

	He let go of her hand and stroked her jaw. “I’m not promising anything, and I need to talk to my family, but…”

	“But what?” Her eyes widened.

	“I will consider leaving with you.”

	Her mouth fell open. Fresh tears flowed down her cheeks.

	He shifted forward and kissed her cheeks. “Stop crying. Everything’s okay.”

	“I just…I didn’t know…”

	He wiped at a tear. “Didn’t know what?”

	She sniffed. “Nothing.”

	He caressed her cheek. “No. Tell me.”

	“What I would do if…if I never saw you again.” Another tear spilled from her eye, and she sniffed.

	His heart melted at her words, and he kissed her gently. He was worried and doubtful, but also excited and eager. It was a strange sensation, but if felt like all the craziness in his life was beginning to make sense. “One step at a time, okay. This is going to be hard for me. So be patient. Please.”

	She blinked through watery eyes. “I will. I promise.”

	He chuckled. “Sure you will.”

	Leaning forward, she kissed him. She wrapped around him and hugged him, and he hugged her back. Snuggling into his neck, she spoke into his ear. “We should probably go check up on Jasper. He’s probably wondering where we are.” She trailed her fingers down his lower back.

	Her hot breath tickled his skin, and he dragged his lips up her jawline and nipped at her earlobe. “Probably.” He felt her respond instantly to his touch.

	Her knee came up, and her hand dropped lower. She wrapped her leg around him and moaned as Royce teased her with his tongue. She pulled her head back and grazed her lips over his, her gaze saying everything. Royce tried to breathe. “A few more minutes won’t kill him,” she said as her hand slipped between them.

	Royce’s heart almost thumped out of his chest. “My thoughts exactly,” he said, and he captured her mouth with his own.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Four

	 

	 

	THE ELEVATOR DINGED, and Royce and Sarna stepped out into the hospital corridor. Nestled in their private world, they’d never made it to the hospital the previous day. They’d called, but the doctor was still waiting for Jasper’s test results, so there were no plans to release him. Enjoying their privacy, they’d stayed home, telling Jasper they’d be there first thing the next day.

	They’d called that morning and learned that Jasper had been moved into a private room, allowing them easy access. Holding hands outside his door, they knocked and stepped inside. Jasper was sitting back in the bed, his frown revealing his irritation. 

	“Where have you been?” He sat up. “I sat here all day yesterday. The only person I talked to who didn’t work here was the sheriff, who asked me all these questions. And then when he left, I waited for my tests, which they didn’t do until the afternoon, and I still don’t know the results. I keep telling these people I’m fine, but they don’t believe me. And when they finally did the tests, they put me in with all these machines. I’ve never seen anything so antiquated.” He threw a hand out. “And where were you two yesterday? I thought you were coming to get me. I was bored and—” He eyed their hand-holding. He looked up and his eyes darted between the two of them. “Oh, no.” He sat back against the pillows, his eyes staring blankly. “Never mind.”

	Sarna squeezed Royce’s hand. “Royce and I…”

	Jasper narrowed his eyes. “I think I know.”

	Royce tried to help. “Sorry about yesterday. How was the talk with the sheriff?”

	Jasper pulled on the covers. “Fine. I told him what you said.”

	“He seem suspicious?”

	“No.” He set his jaw.

	“We planned to come by,” said Royce, “but since it didn’t look like you would be leaving the hospital until today, we,” he looked at Sarna, “took the time to get to know each other.” He raised their clasped hands. “We sort of bonded while you recovered.”

	Sarna sucked in a breath.

	Realizing his mistake, he shook his head. “Bonded,” he clarified. “Not Binded.”

	Sarna shook her head too. “Definitely not Binded.”

	Jasper’s eyes widened, and the sheet he held bunched in his hand. “What are you doing? We’re about to leave, and you Bind with him? Are you serious? I thought you didn’t like him.”

	She pointed a finger. “We did not Bind. Besides, Royce is…reconsidering.”

	Jasper’s jaw dropped. “What?”

	“I am,” said Royce. He felt a flutter of anxiety bubble up. “I can’t promise anything. But I’ve agreed to talk with my family, and then I’ll decide.”

	Jasper threw his covers off and slid his legs to the side of the bed. He wore only a hospital gown and his IV hung from his arm. “Then let’s get out of here.”

	“Whoa,” said Royce. “You need to be cleared before you can leave.”

	“What for?” asked Jasper. “What are they going to do? Search for me? Good luck to them.” He tried to stand, but his IV pulled at his wrist. He held up his arm. “And what is all this stuff?”

	“That’s why you have to wait. They need to take all that stuff out of you.”

	“I can do it myself,” Jasper said, reaching for the clear tube.

	Just then, the door opened and Dr. Trask stepped in. “How’s my patient?” 

	Jasper stopped pulling at the needle in his arm. “Finally. Doctor, when can I get out of here?”

	The doctor walked to the computer monitor in the room and typed. A screen pulled up with columns and data. He studied the screen. “Your tests came back fine. I have to admit I’m amazed at how quickly you’ve healed. That’s unusual in a head trauma case.”

	“I feel great. I just want to go home.”

	Dr. Trask glanced at Sarna and Royce. “Are you family?”

	Royce opened his mouth to answer, but Sarna spoke first. “Yes.”

	The doctor looked at Jasper. “Normally, considering your injury, I’d recommend staying another night for observation.”

	“Doctor, please,” said Jasper. “What do I have to do? I’ll run around this building if you ask me to. I’m okay.”

	The doctor paused, then spoke to Sarna and Royce. “Can you two assure me that he’ll get plenty of rest this next week? No strenuous activity? No travel?”

	Royce bit the inside of his lip, and Sarna answered, “Absolutely.”

	The doctor sighed. “All right. I’ll sign the release papers. Give the nurses a little time to prep everything.” He held up a finger. “But if you experience any dizziness, fatigue, or nausea, you come back in. Understand?”

	“I understand. Thanks, doctor.”

	“And I want you to make an appointment with your primary care physician.”

	Jasper looked at Royce.

	“He will, doctor,” said Royce.

	“All right,” said the doctor. “The nurse will be in soon.” He headed to the door. “You take it easy.”

	“I will,” said Jasper as Dr. Trask left. “We have a lot to do.” He rested back on the bed, his energy calmer now that he knew he was going home. “We should leave tonight.” His gaze met Royce’s, and Royce knew what he was thinking.

	Royce squeezed Sarna’s hand. A wave of sadness washed over him and he sighed. “I have a phone call to make.” Her eyes softened and her fingers tightened around his. She nodded.

	Royce let go of her, glanced at Jasper, who was quiet, and left the room.

	 

	**

	 

	Lillian Fletcher dug into the soft dirt with her trowel. Digging deep enough, she pushed the soil aside and reached for the small plant beside her. She picked it up, placed it in the ground, and swiped the loose earth back into the hole. Patting the soil, she made sure the new plant was securely in place.

	Sitting back on her heels, a trickle of sweat ran down her neck. It was a hot day, and she removed her floppy hat and wiped her face with a handkerchief. Reaching for her water bottle, her cell phone rang. She picked it up and read the display. It was her son, Royce.

	Smiling, she stood. She picked up her water and answered the call. “Royce, honey. How are you?” She walked to her covered patio and sat down, dabbing the sweat on her neck.

	“Hey, Mom.”

	She checked her watch. “What’s wrong?”

	He chuckled. “What do you mean?”

	“You’re a creature of habit. You always call me in the evening after dinner. I’ve never known you to call me on a Sunday at noon. I know you. You’re usually puttering around outside.”

	“Like you?”

	“Exactly.”

	“What are you planting?”

	“Never mind that.” She sipped her water. “What’s going on?”

	There was a quiet pause. “Mom, I need to ask you something. Something that’s hard for me to ask.”

	She sat forward in her seat. Something in his tone made her put her water down. She fiddled with her handkerchief. A flicker of worry flared in her belly. “You know, don’t you?”

	“Mom?”

	“About his other family.” She heard his intake of breath.

	“You know about that?” he asked.

	She’d known this day would come and she thought she would be prepared, but now she wasn’t so sure. “Of course I do. He told me.”

	“When?”

	“A long time ago.” He didn’t respond. “Do your sisters know?”

	“Yes.”

	“When did you find out?”

	“Six months ago. Remember when we told you about Galen?”

	A cold shiver ran through her. She recalled her children telling her about her brother-in-law’s visit, but she knew they hadn’t told her everything. “He said something?”

	“Yes.” He paused. “We wanted to ask you, but…”

	“I know. You weren’t sure if I knew or not.”

	“No.”

	Another pause and she knew he wasn’t sure what to say. “Your father told me years ago. I was understandably upset, but over the years, I came to terms with it. I understood that a man in his position has certain expectations. He couldn’t tell his Council he was in love with someone else.”

	“Yes, he could have.”

	She rubbed her head. “Royce, there is no point in dredging up the past.”

	“You knew who he was?”

	“The High Leader? Yes. I accepted it and all that came with it. So should you.”

	“He chose to stay home and leave you here to raise a family, while he raised another one with someone else. I have a problem with that.”

	She sighed. “Would you rather I left him and married someone else? Would you have preferred a step-father? A man who could never know of your origins?” Her son was silent. “I loved your father, Royce. I knew the situation. I didn’t like it. Neither did he.”

	“He had two children with her.”

	“I know. Roma and Jasper.” She heard him breathe. “He’s your father Royce. He had choices to make and other people to consider. I can’t imagine how difficult it was for him.”

	“To leave everything for the one you love?” There was a pause. “Yes. I can imagine.”

	“If he hadn’t been the High Child, things would have been different.”

	“You know about the High Child?”

	“Yes, of course. He told me everything. He said if he left the role, then Galen would take power as next in line. He knew how detrimental that would be to his people.” She cocked her head. “How do you know about the High Child?”

	There was no response.

	“Royce?”

	“Jasper is here.”

	She stilled. “Your brother? He’s here?” Her mind flew in a million directions.

	“Yes.”

	“Is your father okay?”

	“As far as I know.”

	She fanned herself. “Jasper came alone?”

	“No. He came with someone else. A woman named Sarna.”

	“Who is Sarna?”

	“A friend of the family. Dad asked her to come.”

	Lillian shut her eyes as she tried to digest the news. The pieces clicked together, and she realized the implications of this visit. A chill ran through her.

	“Mom?”

	“They came for you, didn’t they?” She bit her lip. She pressed a hand to her mouth but took a deep breath and collected herself. 

	“Mom…listen…”

	Carson had told her this moment might come, but she wasn’t sure she could handle it. There was no way to prepare for losing your son. “Is it time for you to go?”

	Silence, and then he spoke quietly. “Jasper tells me I’m the High Child.”

	She bit back a sob but pulled it together. She knew how important this moment was. “I know.”

	“They say it’s time for Dad to step down.” She nodded but didn’t speak. “And if I don’t go, Roma will take over.”

	She cleared her throat. “This must be so hard for you.”

	He sighed, and she pictured him rubbing his temples. “It’s gut wrenching. I don’t know what to do.”

	She forced herself to speak the words, wishing she could say something else entirely. “What does your heart tell you?”

	She heard a grunt. “My heart aches over the thought of leaving. But…”

	She held her breath. “But what?”

	Royce moaned into the phone. “Something about it feels right. Now that I’ve had time to think about it, it makes sense.”

	“Why?” She wanted to be sure he was considering everything.

	“I just think…I don’t know.” He sighed again, and she picked at her handkerchief. “I’m restless, Mom. I mean, what am I doing? Where exactly am I headed? I’ve never felt like I fit in. Because of who I am, I’ve never expected to share my life with anyone. At least not without keeping secrets.”

	“And you want that?”

	He was quiet, and she knew he was thinking about it. “Yes. I do. And for the first time, I think I can have it.”

	The way he said it made her realize something. She straightened in her seat. “You met someone, didn’t you?”

	He chuckled. “Yes.”

	“Is it Jasper’s friend?”

	He made a snorting sound. “Surprisingly, yes. I’m still amazed by it. It happened so fast. I didn’t even like her when I met her.”

	“It happens like that.”

	“Oh, man.” He moaned.

	“What?”

	“I’ve been telling myself it wasn’t serious.”

	“But it is, isn’t it?”

	“Jeez, Mom. What’s happening to me?”

	She could see him in her mind’s eye running a hand through his hair. She smiled softly. “You’re falling in love.”

	“That’s hard to believe.”

	“It’s nice isn’t it?”

	He made a quiet sigh. “More like completely insane.”

	“But it’s a good insane.”

	He took another deep breath. “I can’t believe it. How is it that everything is happening at once?”

	She patted her face with her kerchief, but this time she wiped away a tear instead of sweat. “Probably because it’s meant to be. She’s here for a reason. If she didn’t come, then you probably would have never considered leaving.”

	Another pause. “I don’t want to leave you Mom. Or Gilli and Eve.” There was a slight quiver in his voice.

	She steeled herself. “Sweetheart, listen to me.” Realizing this was a moment where being a mother sucked, she braced herself and kept going. “You have listen to your gut. You could stay here with me and your sisters, but what for?”

	“You’re my family. I don’t want to leave you alone.”

	“Your sisters can fend for themselves. Besides, Gilli and Eve are building their own lives. And I can’t ask you to stay for me. I want you to go and do what you’re meant to do.”

	“But that leaves you vulnerable. What if someone else like Galen comes looking?”

	“How is that going to happen if you’re in charge?”

	He paused. “I didn’t consider that.”

	“Perhaps you should. Maybe by going, you’re ensuring our safety, not endangering it.”

	“There will always be a risk.”

	“That’s life, honey. You can’t protect us from everything. I could get hit by a bus tomorrow. What are you going to do? Kill the bus driver?”

	“If I got my hands on him, I would.”

	“But what would that solve? I’d still be dead.”

	“That’s why I should stay.”

	“What, so you can slay every bus driver that drives by the house? Don’t be silly. I love you, son, but you need to stop thinking of everyone else. We’re not your responsibility. Just because your father hasn’t been here doesn’t mean you need to take his place. And I’m not talking about being the High Child.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“You know what I mean. You took over for your father. He wasn’t here, so you became the man you wanted him to be. But you need to realize that you’ve accomplished that. You are that man. You’ve done everything you’ve set out to do. You’re ready.”

	“I am?”

	She put a hand on her chest. “Royce, you’re the strongest, kindest, smartest man I know. Your father’s always been so proud of you. He loves you very much, and he knows he hasn’t been there for you. He understands how you feel. But don’t let your anger and disappointment with him stop you.”

	“Stop me?”

	“From following your destiny.”

	He spoke softly. “Gus said the same thing to me.”

	The face of her son’s Native-American friend flashed in her mind. She’d met him on her last visit. “Gus is a smart man.”

	“You’re a smart lady.”

	“I know, dear.”

	He cleared his throat. “I think I’m going to go with them.”

	Her chest ached, and she gripped her handkerchief. “I know that too.”

	She heard a soft whimper. “I’m gonna miss you, Mom.”

	Tears welled up. “You better come and visit.”

	“As often as I can.”

	She pressed her fingers against her mouth and bit back a sob. “When do you leave?”

	He sniffed. “Tonight.”

	The ache in her chest sharpened. “So soon?”

	“Jasper and Sarna can’t stay any longer.” 

	“You’ll call your sisters?”

	“That’s next on my list.”

	She nodded and wiped her eyes. The pain coursing through her was almost too much to bear, but she knew it was his time to follow his calling. “You know how much I love you? How blessed I am to call you my son?”

	She heard the hitch in his breath. “I know.” He took a deep breath. “I love you too Mom.”

	Tears streamed down her face. “You tell your father that I love and miss him. He better watch out for you.”

	Royce sniffed again. “I’m going to put him on the first plane out, other family be damned.”

	She laughed. “Drive safe. Or should I say fly?”

	“I’ll tell Jasper. He’s the captain.”

	She blotted her wet cheeks. “And if anything changes, you know you always have a home here.”

	“I know, Mom.” His voice shook. “I promise to come back.”

	“You better.” More tears fell, and judging by the sounds she heard over the phone, she knew it was the same for him.

	“I love you.”

	“I love you too.”

	 

	**

	 

	Royce hung up the phone. Feeling emotionally wrecked, he swiped his fingers over his wet face and stared at the floor, feeling almost numb as his tears fell. Taking the time he needed to calm down and stop crying, he found a tissue and blew his nose. Then he took a deep breath and called his sisters.

	He managed to conference them in at the same time. Their conversation lasted close to an hour. They shed more tears, but Royce was again surprised at its outcome. Gilli and Eve had surmised over the years that if the opportunity appeared to visit their father’s home planet, then Royce would be the obvious choice to go. Royce felt tremendous relief when they told him that they supported whatever decision he made. Before the call ended, Gilli told Royce she would contact an attorney who would draw up some papers giving Gilli power of attorney while Royce was gone, allowing her to make decisions on his behalf. 

	They talked a few minutes more, shed additional tears, and Royce hung up. He blew his nose and wiped his eyes again. Taking a deep breath, he stood, walked to the window, and stared out.

	A knock on the door sounded, but he barely heard it. The door opened, there were soft footsteps, and Sarna walked up beside him.

	“You okay?” she asked.

	He nodded, still looking out over the hospital parking lot. “How’d you find me?”

	“Wasn’t hard. I could feel you down here. I just followed the signal.”

	Royce remained quiet. “Where’s Jasper?”

	“They finally sent someone to take out his IV. The papers are signed. He’s changed into the clothes we brought him. Now he’s just waiting for a wheelchair to take him down to the lobby.”

	Royce nodded again.

	“Did you talk to your family?”

	“Yes.”

	She stood silently, and her worry was evident. He was sure his face was red and eyes were puffy. “And?”

	“I told them I was leaving.”

	“What did they say?”

	Suddenly, all his doubts fired at once. He sighed and turned away from the window. “What am I thinking?” He put a hand on the wall and hung his head. “Am I really doing this? Leaving this planet? Going to another one? Taking on a role I know nothing about in a place I’ve never been? It’s crazy.”

	“It’s not crazy.”

	“Leaving my family? Never seeing them again?”

	Sarna took his hand. “Who said you would never see them again?”

	His mouth dropped open. “Sarna, I’m leaving the planet. It’s not exactly traveling cross country. And I’m going to a place where universal travel is banned. Where I’ll likely be arrested the moment I step off the plane…or ship…or whatever you call it.” He sighed. “And that’s another thing. What about your language? I don’t speak it. How am I supposed to communicate? Defend myself? Lead a country? And what happens to you and Jasper? You could suffer the consequences for bringing me back. What if I can’t stop that?” He raked his hand through his hair, sat in the chair and studied the floor.

	Sarna didn’t say anything but walked over and squatted in front of him. She put her hand on his wrist. “First of all, you are not going to be arrested when you step off the ship. Jasper will know where to land. We have a story as to why we were gone. No one should even suspect that we left the planet.” She squeezed his arm. “You will have time to acclimate before we introduce you to anyone. We’ll keep you somewhere safe. And don’t worry about communicating. Red-Lines are adept at learning languages. You will pick it up quickly. Plus, you’ll have your own personal interpreter.” She smiled. “If you’ll have me.” She tried to catch his eye. “When you feel like you’re ready, we’ll take you to see your father. He’ll be thrilled to see you. You two can talk, work through whatever issues or decisions you need to. He’ll likely try to talk you out of taking his place, but don’t let him.”

	Royce looked up. He put his hand over hers.

	“You can decide with him how you want to announce who you are and how you arrived. That will be the defining and risky moment. It will take time for people to understand what your existence means and the repercussions of you being the High Child. There will be Council members who will be openly angry and derisive, and Roma will be a powerful adversary.”

	“This is not making me feel better.”

	“But that’s why you must go. Because you can handle all of that. By then, you will be more comfortable and better prepared to deal with those things.” She raised up on her knees and held Royce’s face with her hands. “You won’t be alone. I promise.”

	He laced his fingers around her back and pulled her in. “And where will you be?” he asked. “What will happen to you because of your involvement? If they hurt you because of me, I’ll—”

	“Hey,” she said. “Don’t worry about me. There’s no reason for anyone to suspect my involvement. If anyone’s going to be suspected, it will be Jasper. But he is your brother, the son of the High Leader, and he can take care of himself.”

	“I don’t want anyone hurt because of me.”

	Sarna shook her head. “You forget. You have a powerful ally. Your dad.”

	“And what about my family here? How can I be sure they’ll be safe?”

	Sarna dropped her hands down to his shoulders. “We don’t even have to disclose their existence.”

	“Galen knew. We have to assume others do.”

	“You do more for your family by assuming your new role. By doing that, you keep them safe. Once you assume your position as High Leader, then harming your family gains them nothing. And if you open up the universal borders again, then what purpose does anyone have to hurt them? People will see there is nothing to fear. Besides, your mother is human. They won’t touch her. And your sisters are Red-Lines, and from what you say, a formidable team.”

	His mother had come to the same conclusion, but that didn’t make him feel better. “They shouldn’t have to look over their shoulders, worried that someone will come for them.”

	“They’re doing that now. The only reason to hurt them is to stop you from taking charge. Once you’re in charge, then what is the point?”

	“Revenge. Look what Galen tried to do.”

	She squeezed his arms. “The reason Galen came after you was to stop you from being discovered and to assure Roma’s ascension to power. It wasn’t revenge.”

	“How can you be sure?”

	“Because it risks everything. Going after the High Leader’s family is a death sentence. And keeping that a secret would be very difficult. The consequences would be swift and harsh. And I know Roma. She’ll fight for power, but she would have no interest in hurting someone millions of miles away.”

	He hung his head and rested it on her shoulder. “You don’t know that.”

	Her fingers moved into his hair, and she kissed his head. “I do know one thing. One thing you keep forgetting.”

	He looked up. “What’s that?”

	“Remember? You’ll be the High Leader. You’ll have access to a variety of resources. If you want, send someone to watch out for them. You can come and visit. See for yourself that they’re okay. We can open up communications again. You’ll be able to stay in touch.”

	He widened his eyes. “You’re sure about that?”

	“Why not? We did it in the past. I’m sure we can get in touch with Sarah and John’s Gray-Line community. They could help keep an eye on your family.” She rubbed his cheek. “It will be okay. Your family will be safe.”

	Her words made sense. His shoulders came down, and he sighed. “Am I worrying too much?”

	“No. You have legitimate concerns. But we can deal with them.”

	He clasped his fingers together. “You still want me to come? I can be a handful.”

	She smiled. “If you can put up with me, then I can put up with you.”

	Royce raised a hand and cupped the side of her face. His thumb slid over her cheek. “Will I still be able to eat a juicy hamburger?”

	Her eyes narrowed. “Now that may be a problem. I said you’d be the High Leader, but even that position has its limitations.”

	“We’ll see about that.”

	“I should warn you. I’ll put up a good fight.”

	He chuckled, touched his forehead to hers, and closed his eyes. “You’re going to stay with me?”

	She nodded her head. “I’m not going anywhere. I’ll be with you every step of the way. So much that you’re going to get sick of me.”

	Pulling back, he held her gaze. “Not likely. Although the hamburger thing may be a problem.” He paused. He still felt uncertain, but her words helped. His stomach churned with anxiety, but at the same time, some of the weight lifted. “Okay.” He sighed. “I guess I’m going on this big adventure.”

	Her eyes lit up. “You’re sure?”

	He leaned in and gave her a kiss. “I’m sure. I can’t follow my gut by staying here. I guess at some point, I just have to trust it.”

	“That’s what John said,” she said. “He’s right. You’ve been unsettled for a while now, since your Shift. And I think now you know why.” She glanced at the ceiling. “What was the phrase he used?”

	“Trust destiny,” said Royce. “It’s been in my head since he said it. Guess it’s time to listen.”

	She looked at him with soft eyes, and the warmth from her body traveled from her into him. Suddenly, his worry lifted and he felt light. Now that he’d spoken to his family and made his decision, he began to relax, and the excitement he felt before returned.

	“Then let’s go get packed,” she said. “I’m sure Jasper is about to wheel himself back to your place on his own.”

	They stood, and Royce took her hand. “It’s you and me, right?” he asked. “We’ll do this together?”

	She smiled and raised on her toes to kiss him. “There’s no place I’d rather be.”

	 


Chapter Twenty-Five

	 

	 

	ON THE CAR ride back to Royce’s, Royce called Gus. He wanted to explain to his friend his impending absence and ask him to watch over his cabin. Gus agreed to stop by that night, before Royce left with Jasper and Sarna. He also made a mental note to check his email for Gilli’s paperwork. He’d have to sign it electronically before he left.

	Arriving at the house, Royce and Sarna got out of the truck and Jasper got behind the wheel. “I’ll go prep the ship. I’ll pick you two up later tonight, after dark. Be ready.”

	“We will,” said Sarna.

	“And you be careful,” said Royce. “Pay attention to your surroundings. Don’t let anyone knock you over the head again.”

	“Are you kidding?” said Jasper. “I’ll be keeping an eye out this time.”

	“Wait a minute,” said Sarna, grabbing Royce by the elbow. “What about RJ?”

	“Who?” asked Jasper.

	“Ah, hell,” said Royce. “RJ.” He’d been so caught up with his impending departure and his budding relationship with Sarna that RJ’s plight had fallen to the wayside. How were they going to deal with the pink shoe?

	“What’s the problem?” asked Jasper.

	“Jasper,” said Sarna. “Do you know what happened to your shoe?”

	“Shoe?” asked Jasper. “Sarna, I’m sitting in a running car, about to prep our ship to leave, and you’re asking about a shoe?”

	“Yes, I am. You were only wearing one shoe when they found you in the woods. Do you recall anything about taking it off, or having it taken off?”

	“The sheriff asked me about that,” said Jasper. “No. I don’t remember anything about my shoe. But thankfully, I have a second pair. Can I go now?”

	“Jasper,” Royce said. “Sarna says you have some sort of camera on the ship. Can you use it to detect anyone coming around?”

	“Yes, why?”

	“Was it on the night you arrived?”

	“Probably. It usually remains on for the first twenty-four hours. Then it drops into low power mode.”

	“What’s that?” asked Royce.

	“The cameras are only on for the first twenty-four hours because that’s the highest risk of discovery. If someone heard or saw something, they might come to investigate. After that, the cameras shut off and the motion sensors kick in. The cameras don’t turn on unless a sensor is triggered.”

	“The sensor picks up on motion?”

	“Yes.”

	“But what about animals? They’re all over the place.”

	“They would have to be of a certain size to trigger the sensor. Birds and squirrels wouldn’t trigger it, but deer or a bear probably would.”

	“We need to check the cameras,” said Sarna.

	“What for?” Jasper asked.

	Sarna stood beside the driver’s window. “The night we arrived. A woman was murdered in those woods near our landing sight. We might have caught something.”

	“Since when are we crime solvers? We have got things to do if we want to get out of here tonight.”

	“Her shoe was also taken,” said Sarna.

	“There’s a teenager,” said Royce. “His name is RJ. Someone is trying to make it look like he killed her. The victim’s shoe was in his trunk.”

	Jasper sighed. “Well then, I’d say mystery solved.”

	“He didn’t do it, Jasper,” said Sarna.

	“How do you know?”

	“Because he came by here after you left angry. He told Royce about the shoe. He was panicked. I could read him easily, and he was telling the truth. He never hurt anybody.”

	Jasper shook his head. “Am I missing something here? Why does this matter to us?”

	“Because I took the shoe out of his trunk,” said Royce. “It’s in my shed.”

	Jasper’s eyes narrowed. “You what? What did you do that for?”

	“He’s a child, Jasper,” said Sarna. “He needs help.”

	“He’s a teenager. There’s a difference. Are you sure he’s the telling the truth?”

	Sarna cocked her head, and Royce could feel her shoot out a telepathic message to Jasper that was best not repeated out loud.

	“Fine,” said Jasper. “What do you want me to do?”

	“Check the cameras. Look at the night we landed. See if you see anything that might tell us who killed that woman.”

	“You want me to watch cameras? I don’t have time to do that.”

	Sarna raised a hand. “You don’t have to sit and watch. Just set it up to alert you if something unusual occurs. Get the ship ready and let the computer do the work.”

	“I can’t leave until we make sure RJ is okay,” said Royce. “And I figure out what to do with that shoe.”

	“And what if we find nothing?” asked Jasper. “Then what?”

	“Then I’ll destroy the shoe. Throw it in the lake. At least I’ll know it can’t be used to incriminate RJ.”

	“You should look at the night you were attacked too,” Sarna said. “Maybe it caught something.”

	“I don’t know if my incident was close enough to the ship to trigger the sensor.”

	“It’s still worth checking,” said Sarna.

	“I should call RJ before I leave,” Royce said. “Let him know what’s going on.”

	“You aren’t going to tell him about us, are you?” asked Jasper. “About where you’re going?”

	Royce rolled his eyes. “Yes. I am going to tell him that I’m leaving this planet with my alien half-brother to take over as High Leader on another planet. Our ship leaves in one hour.” He stared dully at Jasper. “I’m sure he’ll understand.”

	Jasper smirked. “You don’t have to be a smart ass.”

	“Then don’t ask dumb questions.”

	Sarna sighed. “You two are acting like brothers already.”

	“To be honest,” said Royce, “I don’t know what I’m going to tell him. Depends on if you discover anything on the camera. Can you contact us from the ship?”

	Jasper thought about it. “I should be able to.”

	“You shouldn’t have to tell him anything,” said Sarna. “At least not about the shoe. Just tell him whatever you want to about leaving. Then assure him that he doesn’t have to worry. That you are looking into what happened that night. If Jasper discovers anything, then you need to notify the sheriff. Let RJ be just as surprised as anyone else.”

	“Can he keep his mouth shut about giving the shoe to you?” asked Jasper. “If he can’t, then it’s pointless.”

	“I can’t worry about that,” said Royce. “If it happens, then it happens. But if we catch the killer, then maybe it won’t matter.”

	“Let’s see what’s on the cameras first,” said Sarna. “The sheriff is looking for the man in the store we met that first day. The one looking for his sister.”

	Jasper tilted his head. “The guy who we saw in the woods? Why?”

	“Because he thinks the woman in the picture may be the woman that was murdered,” said Royce. He thought of Alice, knowing the woman in the picture was likely her, but didn’t see the point in saying anything.

	“That makes no sense.”

	“Regardless, if that man’s on the footage, then we know,” Sarna said. “But if we don’t see anything, then let’s drop the shoe in the lake and let the investigation take its course. And if it is this guy they think it is, then hopefully they’ll find him and link him in some other way.”

	“And if he says he threw the shoe in RJ’s trunk?”

	“Then that still only implicates him,” said Royce. “RJ may get into trouble for messing with the evidence, but at least it’s not a murder wrap.”

	“It gets you into trouble, too, if he says he gave you the shoe,” said Sarna.

	“Again, it’s not a murder wrap. And I’ll be a million miles away, so it will be a little hard to find and question me.”

	“It’s not ideal,” said Sarna.      

	“Maybe not, but right now, I’ve got bigger fish to fry.”

	Sarna grimaced. “Really? You have to use that metaphor?”

	Royce looked at Jasper. “You have fish on your planet?”

	Jasper nodded. “As a matter of fact, we do.”

	“You ever had fried fish?”

	“Royce…” said Sarna.

	“Sounds tasty,” said Jasper.

	“It’s delicious.”

	Sarna turned white. “You can go now, Jasper.”

	Jasper chuckled and put the car in reverse. “All right. I’ll prep the ship and check the cameras. If I find anything, I’ll let you know.” He glanced at Royce. “Your friend is stopping by?”

	“Gus?” said Royce. “Yes. Tonight. He should be gone by the time you get back though.”

	“Wouldn’t matter if he was,” said Sarna. “He already knows about us.”

	“What?” Jasper stomped on the brake as the car began to move. He cocked an eyebrow at Royce.

	“Never mind,” said Royce. “I’ll explain later.”

	“He’s Native-American. Very sensitive. You’d probably like him,” said Sarna.

	Jasper opened his mouth to say something but apparently changed his mind. Shaking his head, he backed out of the driveway and drove off, leaving Royce and Sarna behind.

	Royce turned and faced his home. His eyes traveled over the wooden exterior, the brick chimney, paned windows, and paneled front door. He’d built it himself, and now the thought of leaving it behind put a lump in his throat. He had no idea when, or if, he would ever see it again.

	Sarna leaned closed. “You’ll be back one day.”

	He put his arm around her. “I hope so.”

	She squeezed his midsection. “Come on, let’s get ready.”

	He nodded, and they walked into his cabin. Everything was in its place. The kitchen was tidy, the living room clean, and the breakfast table still had the morning local paper on it. Royce had not had time to read it that morning. He wondered when he’d ever read another morning paper. He picked it up and scanned the headline. The big news was about the impending retirement of the local president of the school district. At the bottom of the front page there was a small article with a title which read, “Still no leads in murder investigation.”

	Royce dropped the paper back on the table. He made a mental note to pack it. It would be some small tie to his home and his last day here.

	Sarna squeezed his fingers. “You okay?”

	Looking around, he sighed. “Yes. I’m okay. Just going to miss this place.” Looking in the kitchen, he spotted the coffee machine his mother had given him and the framed picture of a bear Gus had taken on one of his walks. He had given it to Royce on Royce’s birthday. On the counter was the blender he’d bought at a garage sale and resting against it was an envelope. Royce didn’t recognize it.

	“Where’s your suitcase?” asked Sarna. She let go of his hand and walked to a hall closet. “In here?”

	Royce walked over and picked up the envelope. “R” was written in bold script on the front. He slid his finger under the flap and pulled out a piece of paper.

	Sarna found a suitcase and pulled it out of the closet. “Is this what you want to use?”

	Royce read the note and felt the color drain from his face. He read it again.

	 

	Royce,

	I need to see you.

	A.

	 

	“Royce?” asked Sarna. Holding the suitcase, she walked over to him and stopped. “What is it?”

	Royce dropped the letter on the counter and stared at it. Alice. She was back. And she wanted to see him.

	“Royce?” asked Sarna. “What’s wrong?” She picked up the letter. When he didn’t answer, she read it. “Who’s A?”

	Royce shut his eyes and made a soft groan. “Alice,” he said softly. “Her name is Alice.”

	Sarna put the suitcase down. “Who’s Alice?”

	Royce opened his eyes. “A woman.”

	“I suspected as much. Who is she?”

	Royce tried to gather his thoughts. Why was she back? What had happened? He shook his head. “I, uh…had a relationship with her.”

	Sarna stared at him and the letter. “This is the woman…”

	“What?”

	“This is the woman you were thinking about when you came home and found us in your house.”

	He cocked an eyebrow. “You knew that?”

	Sarna put the letter down. “You were upset. It was hard to miss.”

	Royce nodded.

	“What happened?”

	Royce wasn’t sure how to answer. “I–we–she…”

	She watched him stammer. “You knew her before you ever met me. I’m not the jealous type. Just tell me.”

	Royce cleared his throat. “I met her a few days before you and Jasper showed up. I’d been injured. A snake bite and the bear attack.”

	“Your chest wounds?”

	“Yes,” said Royce. “She was staying in the cabin on the property next door. She found me, somehow helped me inside her house, and took care of me. She called Gus and the two of them nursed me back to health.”

	“Why didn’t you go to a hospital?”

	“Because of you and Jasper.”

	“What?”

	“Gus had told me that I had visitors coming. At the time, all I could think about was Galen. If I was in a hospital, then I was an easy target and easy to find, so I asked them not to bring me to the hospital. They complied.”

	“They obviously took good care of you.”

	“They did. Alice was a nurse once, so I was lucky.”

	Sarna nodded. “What happened then?”

	He told her about Alice, how she was on the run and that he suspected the man in Tiny’s store showing the woman’s picture was her ex who was searching for her.

	Sarna picked up the letter again. “Did she know he was close?”

	“She knew she’d stayed at the cabin too long and that she needed to leave, but remained to care for me. Once I’d heard her story, I wanted to help, but she wouldn’t let me.” He looked away. “We found brief comfort with each other.”

	Sarna nodded, understanding his implication. “It sounds like you both needed it.”

	“We spent one night and day together, then she disappeared. She left me a goodbye note.” He hung his head. “I came back here that morning, angry, confused, and hurt. I half wanted to get in my car and find her, and I half wanted to forget I ever met her.” He looked up. “And that’s when I met you.”

	Sarna paused. “I always did have great timing.”

	Royce chuckled. “You could say that.”

	Sarna waved the letter. “And now she’s back?”

	Royce eyed the paper in Sarna’s hand. “Apparently so.”

	Sarna faced him. “You want to go talk to her?”

	That surprised him. “I don’t know. How would you feel about it?”

	She hesitated and set her jaw. “Do you love her?”

	Royce shook his head. “No,” he said. “I don’t love her.”

	Her shoulders relaxed. “What would you say?”

	He thought about it. “I have to admit. I’m curious about what happened. And if she’s okay.”

	“And what are you going to tell her if she wants to rekindle the romance?”

	Royce squared his shoulders. “I’m going to tell her that our brief encounter was exactly that. Brief, and over. What we had was exactly what we needed at the time. Nothing more and nothing less.”

	“She’ll be okay with that?”

	“She strikes me as a logical woman. I think she feels the same way. And if she doesn’t, then I’ll explain how I’m already taken.”

	Sarna walked up closer. “You better.”

	Royce reached out and put his arms around her. “You sure about this? If you don’t want me to go, I’ll understand.”

	She hugged him back. “No. You should go. Talk to her. See what she wants. Just make sure she knows that you’re going on a trip, and you won’t be back for a very long time. Make sure you tell her that.”

	Royce smiled. “I thought you weren’t the jealous type.”

	She ran her hand up his chest. “I’m making an exception in your case.”

	He touched his forehead to hers. “I won’t be gone long.”

	“I’ll start packing for you. I found your suitcase.” She pulled back. “You want me to pack anything special?”

	“Just my clothes and amenities. I can get the rest when I’m back.”

	She nodded. They stared at each other, and Royce’s belly flipped as his body parts warmed. He smiled when he saw her face redden in response. He leaned down and kissed her. The soft kiss made his body heat rise, and he heard her breathing deepen. The kiss turned passionate, and he pulled her in close. Before he lost control though, he retreated, catching his breath. “I better go because if I don’t, I’ll never make it over there.”

	“I’ll pack fast,” she said, pushing back a stray hair. “Maybe we can have some alone time before Gus shows up.” She pressed up against him.

	He moaned. “I like that idea.” He kissed her again, before stepping back. “You hold that thought.”

	“I will.” She held his hand, but then let it go as he walked away. “Come back soon.”

	“I will. Maybe if I’m lucky, you’ll be naked when I return.”

	“Only if you’re lucky.” She smiled. “But I’ll see what I can do.”

	He grinned. “That’s one way to ensure I don’t take too long.”

	Her eyes narrowed. “Then I’ll be waiting, in your bed, with open arms…wearing only a smile.”

	Hands to his chest, he winked at her, turned, and left.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Six

	 

	 

	ROYCE WALKED THROUGH the woods toward Old Man McDermott’s cabin. The cabin looked forlorn through the trees, like the only ship at dock. He made a note of the time. The sun was dipping lower in the sky and the trees cast their shadows against the forest floor. They had waited at the hospital for staff to take Jasper down to the lobby and they’d stopped to eat on the way back. Royce had to have one last hamburger before he left. But he realized that darkness was fast approaching, so he would need to keep this conversation short. The image of Sarna naked in his bed made him quicken his pace.

	Approaching the home, he could see the small garage that sat just down from the rocky driveway at the front of the cabin. It was closed, but parked next to it was a brown four-door sedan. He stared at the vehicle and sighed. She was here.

	Before stepping up onto the porch, he pulled out the small pouch of Spirit powder Gus had given him. Before he’d left the house that morning, he’d rubbed some on his skin, knowing he would have a lot on his mind before talking with his family. He’d put the pouch in his pocket. Now, as he considered what he would tell Alice, he used some more. A little bit of clarity and calm right now couldn’t hurt. Putting the pouch away, he took a deep breath, walked up to the front door, and knocked. It was quiet for several seconds, but then he heard soft footfalls and the doorknob turned. The door opened slightly and Royce could see one eye peer at him through the crack. It was Alice.

	“Alice,” he asked. “You okay?”

	She watched him for a moment. “It’s just you?”

	“Yes,” he said. “It’s just me.”

	After a pause, her face disappeared and the door opened. She stood sideways to him, and he stepped inside. He looked around. The cabin looked the same as when he had left it. Clean and quiet. He turned toward her. “You all right?”

	She shut the door facing away from him. Looking her over, he saw she wore another shapeless dress and her hair was back in its long braid. “Alice?”

	Finally, she turned and he saw her. She still wore the locket with the intersecting hearts around her neck, but it was the bruise on her cheek that caught his eye. It was purple, and her eye was swollen.

	“Hi Royce,” she said.

	He stepped forward. “What happened?”

	She touched her face. “It’s nothing. I’m fine.”

	That made him angry. “Did he do this to you?”

	She shook her head. “I don’t want to talk about it. That’s not why I asked you here.”

	“You don’t want to talk about it?” Royce dropped his jaw. “What happened after you left? Where did you go?”

	She walked past him and into the kitchen. “I’m sorry I left like that. I had to get out of here. I’d stayed too long. I knew he was close.” She opened the refrigerator and stared inside. “I went up to the next town. Found a hotel.”

	“I wish you would have at least said goodbye.” He waited but she didn’t answer him. “How’d you get the bruise?”

	Continuing to stare at the near empty fridge, she said, “I had a lot to think about after I left.” She closed the door, but didn’t turn around. “After I got to the hotel, I sat there staring at an empty room. I thought about you and me. About all the running I’ve done. About Joey.”

	“Joey? Is that his name?”

	She placed her palm against the refrigerator “Does it matter?”

	Royce didn’t know if it did or not. “And?”

	“And I’d decided I was fed up. I had to do something.”

	“What?”

	She turned then. “I went to the county store and bought something, using the one credit card I have left with my name on it. Made sure the grocer got a good look at me. Told him where I was staying.”

	Royce narrowed his eyes. “Why would you do that?”

	Her fingers curled into fists. “Because I was angry, tired, humiliated. I needed to do something, say something, throw something…hurt something.”

	At the word “hurt,” Royce felt a chill move through him. “Alice…what happened?”

	“I–I–” She wrung her hands together. “There was something you didn’t know. Something I didn’t tell you. When you were here.”

	His heart beat faster. “What’s that?”

	Her jaw clenched and expelled a deep breath. “I had a gun.”

	“You what?”

	“I had a gun. I kept it hidden.”

	“Where did you get a gun?”

	She shook out her hands and began to pace the kitchen. “I bought it from a man who had several in his trunk. Said it couldn’t be traced. I don’t have a license. But he gave me a quick lesson.”

	Royce feared where this story was going. “Alice, what did you do?”

	She kept pacing, but didn’t say anything.

	“Alice?”

	She spoke quietly. “I waited for him. In the hotel.” 

	Royce swallowed. “Did he find you?”

	She chewed a nail and nodded her head. “He showed up. Took about a day. I was packed and ready. I didn’t exactly know what I was doing. I mean, I didn’t have a plan. I wanted to talk to him, but I also knew he would get angry. I counted on that.”

	“Alice…” said Royce. He hated to ask his next question. “Did you kill him?”

	Her face furrowed, and she gripped the locket that hung from her neck. “I wanted to.”

	Royce stood like a cement block in the room. What was he going to do if she said yes? Turn her in? “But did you?”

	She paused. “He knocked on the door. Or should I say pounded. I didn’t answer because I knew it would piss him off. I wanted everyone to hear him make a scene. Finally, after I let him yell my name a few times, I opened the door. He was furious, slammed the door shut, and pushed me back against the wall. After calling me all the colorful names he has for me, he finally calmed down enough to step back. I stood there, letting him vent. I didn’t say a word.”

	Royce held his breath. “What happened then?”

	“He told me to get my things and get in the car. We were going home.” She clasped her hands. “I told him ‘no.’ That’s when he hit me.”

	“Hell…”

	“I went down, of course, which is what I expected. I knew he would get violent. Which is why I put the gun under the bed. It was in easy reach.”

	Royce began to think that maybe shooting the bastard wasn’t such a bad idea. “Did you pick it up?”

	“I did,” she said, nodding. “I picked it up and pointed it at him.”

	Royce didn’t move. “What did he do?”

	Alice smiled softly. “He laughed at me.” She stared at the floor. “The bastard laughed at me.” She looked up and Royce saw the tears in her eyes. “Can you believe it?”

	Royce could feel the pain radiate from her. “Are you surprised? He’s an asshole. Didn’t believe you would do it.”

	“I know,” said Alice. Her face went still and took on the look of a confused child. “Which is why I shot him.”

	Fear slammed into Royce’s stomach. “God, Alice…”

	She started to ramble then. “I saw him fly backward, he hit the wall, went down. I was shaking, crying. I was so angry, so angry at him for everything. He took everything away from me. I hate him, Royce. I hate him.” Tears streamed down her face and her nose ran.

	Royce grabbed a chair from the dining table and pulled it over. “Sit down.”

	She stared at the chair blankly and then sank into it. “I shot him,” she said, almost mumbling. “I shot him.”

	Royce grabbed his own chair and sat across from her. He tried to find the right words. “Alice?” She wrung her hands but wouldn’t make eye contact. “Alice, take some deep breaths. Just relax.” His words seemed to penetrate. She took a deep breath, let it out, and swiped at her eyes. Royce saw the paper towels, stood, and retrieved one. He handed it to her. “Take this. Blow your nose.”

	She acted automatically and did as he asked. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

	“It’s okay,” he said. “Take your time.” She nodded, and he waited for her to collect herself before he asked the inevitable question. “Alice…did you kill him?”

	She made an uncomfortable chuckle and sniffed. “At the time, I didn’t know. I panicked. Grabbed my suitcase. He was on the floor moaning, not unconscious, but there was a lot of blood. I was shaking so hard, I almost dropped the gun, but I put it back in my purse, grabbed my suitcase, got in my car, and left. I didn’t call anybody. Not an ambulance or the police. I just left. I drove for a while. I didn’t know where to go. Who to talk to. I slept in my car last night. I was too scared to go anywhere.”

	“So you came back here?”

	“It’s still rented till the end of this week. I figured I could come here, collect my thoughts, figure out what to do next.”

	“What about Joey?”

	She dabbed at her eyes with the towel. “I called around this morning to area hospitals. I finally found him. He’s alive. I shot him in the shoulder.”

	Royce released a relieved breath. “What about the police? What did he tell them?”

	“I have no idea. I don’t know if they’re looking for me or not. I don’t know what Joey will do. Feed me to the wolves, or steer them in another direction.” She pulled at the paper towel. “It doesn’t matter though. Because I’m going to turn myself in.” She looked at him through watery eyes. “I’m going to tell them the truth.”

	Royce held her gaze. A flurry of emotion fluttered through him. He admired her courage and strength. “Is that what you want to do?”

	She stood. “What else can I do? I can’t keep running. At least this way, I can call him out in court. Tell everyone who he is. Maybe I’ll go to jail, maybe I won’t. But if I’m going to go to jail, everyone is damn sure going to know why, no matter what story he chooses to tell.” She leaned against the sink and crossed her arms.

	“When do you plan on doing this?” asked Royce.

	“Today.” Her face was tear-stained, but she was much calmer. “I want to do it before he gets out of the hospital, and before this bruise fades. And before all the hotel witnesses become too hard to find.”

	Royce stood and walked over to her. “What do you think he’ll do? Will he come after you again?”

	She shrugged. “I don’t know and I don’t care. I’m tired of running.” She paused. “I wasn’t sure you’d still be here when I came back.”

	Royce remembered telling her about his plans to leave. “Something came up. I ended up staying.”

	“I debated whether or not to contact you. I hate to get you involved, but after what happened between us, I didn’t know who else to go to.” She reached out and touched his chest.

	His body warmed at her touch and the sensation surprised him. He thought of Sarna. “Alice…”

	She sniffed and wiped her nose. “I’m really hoping, if you still want to help, that you’ll come with me when I turn myself in.” Her hand moved over his shirt. “This whole thing is pretty terrifying. Having someone there, especially you, will make it bearable.”

	Guilt washed over him. The thought of her confronting her accuser in a courtroom, or anywhere else, without someone standing by her side, made him feel sick. “Listen.” He put his hand over hers to stop her from moving her fingers. “I don’t think this is a good idea.”

	She stilled. “What’s not a good idea?”

	He searched for the words. “Us…this.”

	Her gaze held his. “You mean this?” she asked, and moved closer, sliding her hand down his midsection. He sucked in a breath and froze. “What about this?” She slid her fingers lower.

	He jumped back. “Don’t.”

	Her face fell. “What is it? I thought…”

	He clenched his jaw as he tried to figure out how to explain. “Listen, Alice. This is the last thing you need. How is it going to look if you have to tell the police you met up with your lover after shooting your husband? It doesn’t look good.”

	Her eyes widened. “But that shouldn’t matter. You weren’t there. You didn’t do anything.”

	“But in a case like this, appearance is everything. If it looks like you’ve slept with other men while you were on the run, then people will lose sympathy with you. They’ll suspect you have other motives.”

	“What other motives?” she asked. “And what other men? There’s only you.”

	“It doesn’t matter. Any good attorney can twist it to make it look sordid and suspicious. The best thing you can do is leave me behind. Don’t even tell them about me.”

	Her jaw slackened. “Is that what you want?”

	He raised a hand. “I want you to be in the best possible position when you talk to the police. Right now, you’re an abused wife on the run from her husband, who shot him in self-defense. You introduce me, then suddenly, you’re a married woman with a lover. Then the story becomes about me. They’ll wonder if we worked together to kill Joey.”

	She gripped the kitchen counter. “Is that what you think? That’s ridiculous. There is nothing that connects you to anything. No one will suspect you.”

	“It’s not me I’m worried about. It’s you.”

	She opened her mouth to speak, but then stopped. After a brief hesitation, she spoke. “I think I understand.”

	“Understand? What do you understand?” asked Royce.

	Her face was solemn and her shoulders drooped. “You don’t want me anymore.”

	“Alice, please…that’s not what I meant.”

	Her features hardened. “Yes. It is. Look at you. You won’t come near me. You’re scared. Aren’t you? You think I’m going to say something? To implicate you?”

	He held up a palm. “All I am saying is that the best thing for you is to call your family. Tell them where you are. Tell them what happened. Let them be the ones who stand beside you. Not me.”

	Her face softened, and she hugged herself. “But I don’t want them. I want you. I thought you wanted me too.” She paused and her features fell. “Or was that all a lie?”

	Royce tried to settle himself. He didn’t expect to be caught up in yet another police investigation, or to be dealing with a break-up. “I didn’t lie. At the time, I was caught up in the moment. And caught up in you. I want you to be happy. I want you to find peace. I thought maybe I could help you find it. But the fact is, you don’t need me. You never did. We had a moment of escape that we both needed. You said it yourself in your note. The timing wasn’t right for us.” He hesitated. “And it still isn’t.”

	She stood there, unmoving, and Royce felt the acute discomfort of having to wait for her response. After a second, he saw her blink and her eyes start to shine. “I see,” she said.

	“I’m sorry.”

	“Please don’t say that. In my experience, most don’t mean it.”

	Royce tried to think of what else to say to appease her, but his mind was blank. He had not prepared himself for this conversation. For some reason, he’d expected to check in on her, see that she was okay, wish her well, and leave. Now he realized his mistake. Obviously, she’d expected something far different.

	A tear slipped down her cheek and she wiped it away. “It’s my fault. I’m the one who is sorry. Sorry I ever got involved.”

	“I didn’t mean to hurt you.

	She pushed a loose tendril of hair off her face. “You’re right about the timing. It’s awful. I’m running from a nightmare husband. Someone I almost killed. My life is a train wreck. I don’t blame you for wanting out.”

	The guilt overwhelmed him. “Please understand.”

	She sniffed. “Understand what?”

	He stepped closer. “You’re dealing with a lot. I know you’re scared. You don’t know what’s next. But you need your friends and family right now. You and I barely know each other. I’m not the one who should be standing beside you in a moment like this. Isn’t there someone you can call? Your mom? A sibling? A best friend?”

	She dabbed her red eyes with the towel. “I…yes, there is.”

	“I’m sure they’re worried about you.”

	She nodded. “They are.”

	“Then call them. Let them know you’re all right. Let them help.”

	She squeezed her shoulders. “I’m a mess. I’m sorry I’m bothering you with all of this. You must think I’m crazier than Joey.”

	Feeling a little relief that maybe she could reach out to someone, he stepped close and hugged her. “I do not think you’re crazy. You’ve just been through so much. You’re probably exhausted and on top of that, Joey is still out there. It’s okay to wig out a little.”

	Her arms went around him, and she dropped her forehead into the crook of his neck. “I don’t know what to do.”

	He rubbed her arms. “First, you need to settle down. Try and relax. You’re as tense as a board.”

	“I wish I could.”

	“When’s the last time you slept?”

	She rested her cheek against his chest and almost chuckled. “I can’t remember.” She gripped his shirt and looked up. “Well, except for when I was with you.” Her hands moved over his lower back and she sighed. “I know you think it’s a bad idea, but maybe you could help with my stress.” She pressed against him. “Take my mind off my troubles.”

	Royce let her go and stepped back, bumping against the kitchen counter. “I know that may sound nice, but it’s better if we don’t.”

	She reached out to touch him, but backed up against the counter, Royce couldn’t move away. She touched his arm. “You sure? You don’t want just one more for the road?”

	Before he could react, she stepped close and leaned in to kiss him, but he caught her hand as it traveled behind his neck. “You’re a beautiful woman, Alice,” he said, “but I can’t.”

	She stopped and studied him, and then she moved back. Her brow furrowed. “Wait a minute…”

	“What?”

	She stared pointedly at him. “Is there someone else?”

	He debated his answer. Was there any point in lying? He nodded. “Yes. There is.”

	She waited, but said nothing.

	Standing there, Royce felt awful. He knew how it looked. “It’s recent. It just happened.”

	“Uh huh.” Alice turned and faced the wall. “I guess I was just a temporary distraction…from your girlfriend.”

	Royce groaned. The conversation was going from bad to worse. “It’s not like that.”

	Alice whirled on him. “Isn’t it? You lied to me. You never wanted me.”

	“That’s not true.”

	She glared at him. “Everything you said to me. You said it because you knew I needed to hear it, is that it? To get me into bed? To take advantage of the poor, vulnerable, abused girl, who just needs a little loving to make her all better?”

	Royce pushed off the counter. “That’s ridiculous. That’s not what happened between us.”

	“Then what did happen?” She walked into the living room and shoved the chair out of the way. “Explain it, please, because I’d like to know.”

	Royce’s anger erupted. “You took me in when I was sick. You cared for me, fed me, bathed me. We talked. I told you things I didn’t expect to. I liked you and you liked me. You have problems. I have problems. At the time, it was perfect for us to come together. But it didn’t mean anything more than that. You know it didn’t.”

	She threw out her hands. “What about your girlfriend? You think it meant something to her?’

	“I didn’t know her yet,” Royce yelled it out before he could stop himself.

	“You didn’t know her yet?” Alice did the calculation in her head. “Royce, that was only four days ago. You’re telling me you met and fell for this woman since I last saw you?”

	Royce tried to rein in his frustration. If he was in Alice’s shoes, he didn’t know if he’d buy it either. He tried to catch his breath. “Yes. That is what I’m telling you.”

	She snorted. “Well, then, I hope she knows what she’s getting herself into. A no-good, lying, cheating, say-whatever-he-has-to jerk. I should have stayed with Joey. I think I’d rather take a punch to the face than deal with a two-timing asshole like you.” She stormed out the back door and slammed it behind her. The cabin rocked with the force.

	Royce stood wooden in the kitchen. He didn’t know how their conversation had dissolved into such ugly turmoil so quickly. Standing there, he debated with himself. Should he leave now, go back to Sarna, and disappear into the cosmos tonight, with things as they were? His first thought was yes. It was better for him to go and let Alice face her own demons. He couldn’t help her even if he wanted to. And if she thought the worst about him, then he would have to live with that. But before he could move, another thought entered his mind. One where he realized why Alice would think the worst. Considering her history, she probably had reason to suspect all men in general. And Royce had given her plenty of reasons to think he was lying. He knew his story was improbable. He should at least attempt to apologize again and tell her goodbye. If she wanted to hate him after that, then he could deal with it.

	Making up his mind, he followed Alice through the back door and into the back yard. “Alice. Wait.” He walked out onto the patio and froze.

	Alice stood there, just a few feet away from the porch steps, frozen and terror stricken. Not ten feet away, standing amidst the trees, was a brown bear. Judging by its size and massive jaws, it was the same one that had attacked Royce. At Royce’s appearance, the bear swiveled his head toward him. Opening its mouth, it grunted and pawed the ground.

	Royce didn’t breathe. His mind raced. “Alice,” he spoke in a mere whisper. “Don’t move.”

	Alice was complying. Her hands shook, but she stood rooted to her spot. The bear chuffed and continued to paw at the ground, as if debating which of them to eat first.

	Royce scrambled to think. What was up with this bear? Did he hold some sort of grudge? He looked around, trying to find anything that might be used as a weapon. All he saw where flowerpots and a wooden rocking chair. Royce continued to scan the area until his gaze stopped on a shovel propped against the patio railing.

	“Stay still,” he said, as he slowly stepped sideways to grab the shovel. The bear watched him move, and then opening his huge jaws, stood on its back legs and bellowed into the air.

	The noise filled the forest, bouncing off the walls of the cabin and the bark of the trees. Alice screamed. Holding the shovel, Royce watched everything unfold at once. He wasn’t sure who moved first—Alice or the bear, but Royce saw Alice run for the house and the bear react. The animal’s huge haunches flexed in pursuit. Royce knew that in two quick lunges, the bear would be on her. He raised the shovel. Running off the porch, he stepped between Alice and the animal, swinging and aiming for its head. Alice ran by him and then the bear was there. His huge paw swung out and hit the shovel as Royce drove it forward. There was a loud slapping sound and the shovel flew out of Royce’s hand. Royce heard Alice scream again, but there was little he could do. The bear swiped at him again, and Royce felt the impact. Knocked backward, his body slammed into a beam that supported the deck. His head cracked against the hard wood, pain flared in his back, and he had a split second to think of Sarna before everything went dark.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Seven

	 

	 

	JASPER WORKED FURIOUSLY in the ship’s cockpit. It was a small, but efficient space, with all the appropriate instrumentation and equipment needed to fly a small crew. He sat at the main console, staring at the screens and studying the data as it appeared on the monitors. He’d been running diagnostics, ensuring the ship was ready for the long trip back. He’d prepped the suspension tubes. The trip through space would be taxing and long, and sleeping through most of it was required. He’d been careful to ensure Royce’s tube was properly calibrated. Being half-human, Royce would feel the effects of a suspension sleep more so than he or Sarna. And he wanted to make it as comfortable as possible.

	He looked out the front window, seeing only trees. The sun was coming down and the light was fading quickly. He made a mental calculation in his head, and considering what he had left to do, he figured he’d be able to leave in about an hour. Then he could head back to Royce’s. He flipped a few switches and read the computer monitors situated within the console. Everything was reading within the normal range.

	He smiled to himself as he thought about what it would be like to show up with Royce on Eudora. The thought of walking his half-brother into a Council meeting while everyone stared and wondered who the stranger was made Jasper grin. The time for change had finally come. He thought of what his dad’s reaction might be. When Jasper had first learned that his father had another family on another planet, he’d felt hurt and betrayed. It had taken him a while to see his dad’s side of things. But time had softened the anger and given Jasper the opportunity to think. He’d begun to see the implications. Roma was no longer the High Child. That changed everything.

	He pushed a few buttons and typed some keys. Another thirty minutes passed as he continued his checks. The computers splayed numbers across their screens and all results were in the green. Jasper nodded, pleased at the progress.

	As he sat back and admired his view, a buzzing alarm sounded from an adjacent computer. Jasper frowned, swiveled in the pilot’s chair, and viewed the screen. When he’d first arrived on the ship, he’d done what Sarna had asked. He’d pulled up the camera footage that the ship had captured since their stay. He didn’t have the time to sit and study the screen, so he’d programmed the computer to alarm whenever a larger object passed through the footage. It had triggered a couple of times when a large bird had flown in front of the lens, so he’d increased the size parameters. The video had been running since Jasper had been on the ship. It had already completed its review of their first day here. It had caught some teenagers walking through the campgrounds late at night, but nothing of a woman walking alone or any violent crime. Bypassing that footage, Jasper had brought up the video of the day of his assault.

	He recalled little about what had happened that day. All he remembered was that he’d been walking through the woods, angry. Thoughts of failure and betrayal had consumed him. They’d come all this way to meet his brother and he’d been gravely disappointed. He’d been debating what to do but couldn’t find any answers. He’d been thinking about going home. How would he confront those he’d promised that change would happen? What would he tell them? What would he tell his dad?

	Stomping down the trail, he’d paid no attention to his surroundings.  There’d been a flare of pain in his head, and that’s all he’d remembered until he woke up in a hospital, with ugly tubes inside him and bizarre machines surrounding him.

	Staring at the computer, he shut down the alarm and pulled up the footage that had triggered it. Pushing a button, he scanned through the frames quickly, expecting to see a large animal. It would be the most likely reason the alarm would sound. He didn’t think his attack had been close enough to trigger the camera.

	He caught movement and depressed the button to go back, slow down, and rescan the footage. Going slowly, he waited for the object that had triggered the alarm. He watched closely and stopped when a figure entered the frame. It was distant and grainy. Adjusting the video, he zoomed in on a person walking through the trees. It was definitely not an animal. Jasper looked closer and magnified the image even more. The image was pixelated, but it was clear enough to make out a face.

	Jasper stared, his eyes focusing on the figure. His mind raced. He checked the time stamp. It was around the time his attack had occurred. He sucked in a breath. How could it be? It wasn’t possible.

	His mind sharpening, the implications became acutely clear. Realizing the danger, he thought of Royce and Sarna. He pushed back from the computer, flipped open a panel, and punched some keys. He didn’t have a cell phone, but his ship’s computer could act like one. He quickly dialed Royce’s cell number and listened as it rang three times and went to voicemail. Cursing, he hung up and rang Royce’s house phone. It rang several times, but no one picked up. He tried both phones again, but with no luck.

	Frustrated, he slammed his palm on the console and stood. He took one last look at the footage, shaking his head. He grabbed his jacket, and, as darkness descended outside, ran out of the cockpit.

	 

	**

	 

	A bird cried overhead, and the noise felt like a drill in his ear. Royce cracked his eyes open, but then quickly closed them as a sharp crease of pain flared but then subsided. He moaned under his breath and slowly became aware of his surroundings. Based on the aches and numbness in his joints, he knew he was lying on the hard ground. A cool breeze made him shiver. The shrill in his ears gave way to the soft sounds of the wind blowing through trees. He opened his eyes again, but this time managed to keep them open. His vision was blurred, and he blinked several times. Finally, he began to make out the shapes of the forest. A long ago fallen tree branch lay in front of him. Royce stared at it and, as his vision cleared, watched a lizard scamper over the bark and disappear beneath a blanket of leaves.

	He blinked again and tried to move. Pain shot down his back and into his legs. He went still for a moment until the discomfort eased. Moving slowly, he pushed himself up, trying to recall what had hit him. Based on how he felt, he knew it must have been big. He managed to get his upper body up and he sat that way for a moment. He studied the area. For a few seconds, he had no idea where he was. Nothing was familiar. But, as he shook his head, everything came back at once. Pain flared once more as he recalled Alice, their conversation, and the bear. Alice. He was lying outside the porch of McDermott’s cabin.

	He looked around, searching. Everything was quiet. There was no bear, and more disturbingly, no Alice. Fear swept through Royce when he imagined the bear carrying her off, kicking and screaming. The thought forced Royce to move. Despite his body’s protests, he got his legs beneath him and pushed himself upright. He swayed but grabbed the porch rail to support his weight. His head throbbed, and he touched the back of his head, expecting to feel wet, sticky blood, but felt only a large lump the size of an egg.

	The bear’s attack flashed in his mind. The animal’s paw had come down and knocked Royce backward. He must have been thrown against the porch beams and knocked out. What had happened after that? Where was Alice?

	He rubbed his forehead, not sure if he’d been out fifteen minutes or fifteen hours, but seeing the sun’s position and the lengthening shadows, he didn’t think he’d been out for long. But it would be dark soon. He knew Sarna would be worried, and he needed to get back, but he had to find Alice. He scanned the woods behind the cabin but saw no signs of any violent attack. There was no blood trail or any indication that she’d been taken by the bear. Royce could see the animal’s tracks in the dirt, but didn’t see any other footprints. He looked at the back door of the house. Had she gone inside? Recalling their difficult conversation, he considered that she may have left, leaving him to the bear, too angry to care whether he became prey or not. Taking slow, careful steps to ensure his balance, he climbed the steps to the porch.

	“Alice,” he called. His voice sounded strained and weak. He cleared his throat. “Alice?”

	Gaining strength despite his stiffness, he pulled open the back door and went inside the cabin. It was unchanged. It was quiet and empty, with no sign of her. “Hello?” he asked with a stronger voice. “Alice?”

	He walked through the house, but no one was there. The likelihood that she had left him to fend for himself grew. It was not something he would have expected from her, but maybe it was more than she was prepared to handle, considering all she’d been through. He stepped outside to the front of the house, which was just as quiet as the back. There was nothing but trees and the narrow, pebbled driveway that led to the main road. No bear, and no Alice. He eyed the one-car garage. Her brown sedan was not there. He sighed, realizing she was gone, likely for good. The woods were quiet as he replayed their last words of anger. Thinking back, he regretted how he’d handled it. He should have offered to do something to help. But now she was gone and back on her own, to face Joey. 

	Royce stood there, prepared to leave, when he eyed the garage. It was closed, but the door was partially lifted from below. Thinking back, he recalled when he’d approached the cabin earlier that the door had been closed, or had it? 

	Knowing he had to get home, he figured he would take one last look to make sure Alice was gone. It was probably pointless, but if he was about to leave this planet, then he had to ensure he’d done everything to help before he left. He didn’t want to live with regrets.

	Taking his steps slowly, he walked toward the small, barn-like structure. His vision blurred for a moment and he stilled. Blinking, he waited until it passed, then continued to walk. When he reached the door, he stooped and grabbed the handle and pulled the door the rest of the way up. It slid into the track with some creaks and groans. Surprised, Royce blinked again when he saw a car.

	It was a small blue SUV with tinted windows. He hadn’t expected to see another vehicle. Where had it come from? He knew it was not Old Man McDermott’s. Did Alice have another car? Confused, he frowned and considered closing the door and walking away. He didn’t know who the car belonged to and why it was here was none of his business. But something didn’t feel right. He knew in some way, it had to be connected to Alice, so he stepped around to the driver’s side.

	He studied the SUV. Maybe she’d acquired another car since he’d last seen her. But then why did she still have the brown sedan? And if this was her car, then where was she? The questions bounced around his head. It didn’t make sense. He swiveled and look back around the front yard and surrounding woods. “Alice,” he yelled.

	No one answered.

	He looked back at the SUV as another idea occurred to him. Joey. Had she taken Joey’s car after she’d shot him? But then how did she have two cars? That thought made him stop. She wouldn’t have two cars, unless… His mind searched for answers. Had Alice told him everything? The only reason there would be a second car would be if…

	He grimaced as an idea took shape. The only thing that made sense was that Joey had found her and followed her here, and they’d left together in Alice’s car. But Joey was supposed to be in the hospital. Or was he?

	Staring at the car, he noted the tinted windows. Then froze when he saw a red drop of liquid on the garage floor. Feeling the twist of fear curdle his stomach and wishing he could walk away and never look back, he stepped closer and crouched beside the car. Looking at the drop, he confirmed his suspicions. It was blood, and it was fresh.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

	 

	 

	STARING AT THE droplet, a large lump formed in Royce’s throat. He looked at the closed car door and had the worst possible thought. Alice said she’d had a gun. What if Joey had been here, confronted and overpowered her…and left alone? He stood in stunned silence as the idea gained traction. He told himself that he was overreacting. His mind was jumping to the worst possible scenarios. If anything, Alice and Joey had left together.

	His heart thumping, he rose from his crouch and stepped closer to the car. He prayed he was wrong, but he had to look. Swallowing hard, he peered through the tinted window. The light was murkier the farther he went in, but there was still enough sunlight to see.

	A slumped form lay across the seat. The sight made Royce buckle over and grab his knees. “No,” he said. “No, no, no.” Dizziness made him sway, and he dropped to all fours. He couldn’t breathe, and he forced himself to suck in some air. His mind tried to make sense of what he’d seen. Alice was dead. It couldn’t be true. Joey had found and killed her.

	Royce cursed himself. How could he have been so stupid? He should have offered to help her. She’d been all alone, and she’d asked him for help, and he’d said no. There were any number of things he could have done. He could have gotten her out of there. Taken her to the police as she’d asked. But he’d pushed her away and made her feel alienated. She’d been ready to face her fears, and Royce had focused more on his own needs instead of hers, and now she was dead.

	Royce moaned and gripped his head. He sat that way for several minutes, dreading what he would have to do. He would have to call Rick. Make sure her family was found and notified. He’d tell Rick what had happened and make sure that her bastard ex was punished. He thought about Sarna. Their trip would have to be delayed. There was no way around it. Royce had to ensure that Alice’s killer was found.

	Pulling himself together, he managed to get his feet back under him. A wave of nausea hit him, and he fought the urge to vomit. Finding his footing, he made himself straighten and look back toward the driver’s car window. Peering inside again, he saw the slumped form, but this time, he paid more attention.

	Cautiously, Royce used his shirt to open the driver’s door. Leaning in, he dropped his jaw in shock when he got a better look at the body. There was no shapeless dress or long braid. It wasn’t a woman. It was a man, wearing dirty jeans and a leather jacket. Royce saw the man’s face. He had long, stringy, blonde hair and stubble shadowed his jaw. The stranger’s lifeless eyes stared back, and Royce, horrified at what he was seeing, wondered what in the hell was going on.

	After a second of thought, Royce stopped cold. Joey. Long, stringy hair and stubble. Royce recalled Sheriff Rick describing the man in town and Sarna’s description of the drifter who’d stopped at her and Jasper’s campsite. The man who’d been looking for a blonde woman. Royce glanced back down at the dead man. Studying the scene, he saw the blood spatter on the dash, the pool of blood on the seat, and a gun lying on the floor on the passenger side. Royce finally understood.

	It was Alice’s husband who was dead in Alice’s garage.

	Stepping back and careful not to disrupt the scene, Royce quickly closed the car door without touching it, then stepped outside and pulled the garage door down, removing the fingerprints from the door handle.

	He stood outside, just staring. He rubbed a hand over his face. “What have you done, Alice?” he muttered to himself. “Hell.”

	He tried to collect his thoughts. What exactly was his role now? Did he somehow have an obligation to this woman, who’d just killed her husband? How would it look if he called the sheriff?

	He quickly concluded that the best thing would be to leave. Right now. If Alice was on the run, then it was up to her whether to turn herself in. Not Royce. The bastard Joey probably deserved what he got anyway. If Royce hung around and reported it, then there would be numerous questions. He’d never be able to leave without looking guilty. No. There were too many unknowns. Better for him to head out tonight, and when they did find the body, he’d be long gone.

	He slow jogged back into the woods, leaving the house and Alice behind him. His head ached, but he was too caught up in the events of the day to care. He couldn’t help but think of Alice and wonder where she was. Whatever she had gotten herself into, she would have to figure it out for herself. Royce had his own future to consider, and he was ready to embrace it, with Sarna by his side.

	His cabin came into clear view, and he ran up to the front door. Breathless, he opened it and ran inside. “Sarna?”

	The house was quiet, and there was no sign of her. Where was she? He had been hoping she’d be waiting for him as she had promised. All he wanted to do was fall into her arms and hold her. The bedroom was empty though. A suitcase lay on the bed with his clothes in it and another suitcase sat closed on the floor.

	Something cold twisted and crept up his spine. He’d been gone longer than he’d planned, and he’d half expected her to be pacing at the door.

	“Sarna,” he said loudly. He headed toward the back bedroom, but stopped when he glanced toward the kitchen. There was a smear of dark liquid on the countertop. His breath caught when he saw several round droplets of red on the floor. Blood.

	His heart thumped hard against his chest, and he rushed past the counter and stopped cold. Sarna lay unmoving on the floor, partially on her side, her hand clasped over her stomach. Blood oozed from between her fingers, and it dripped and pooled onto the tile.

	Royce couldn’t move. He was in complete shock. A few seconds passed where all he could do was stare, and then he dropped beside her. “Sarna.” He pushed the hair off her face. “Oh, God. Sarna.”

	The outside world felt muffled to him, as if he was under water. With trembling fingers, he felt for a pulse, praying she was alive. A whoosh of air escaped him when he felt her heart beating. He moved up closer to her. The blood on the kitchen floor soaked into the knees of his jeans. “Sarna.” He cupped her head in his hand. “Sarna. Can you hear me?” She didn’t move. “God, what happened?” he asked himself. He could barely think. Who would do this?

	She was pale, but her eyelids fluttered.  He grabbed for his cell phone with a shaky hand but couldn’t find it. He’d put it in his back pocket before he’d left to talk to Alice. It must have fallen out when he’d been attacked by the bear. “Damn it,” he yelled. He started to stand to get to his house phone.

	“Royce…” The word was meek and labored.

	Royce looked to see her peering at him through slitted eyes. “Sarna.” He rubbed her cheek with his fingers. “What happened? Who did this?”

	She opened her mouth to speak but coughed instead. She grimaced.

	Royce could feel her waning energy. “Don’t talk. I’m going to get some help.” He wanted to get up to access the phone, but her voice stopped him.

	“I’m sorry,” she said. A moan escaped her, and he felt her curl against him.

	“Don’t move, honey,” he said. “Shhh. It’s okay. I’ll get help.”

	She raised one of her blood covered hands and gripped Royce’s wrist. Her breathing was labored. “I…didn’t know. I’m sorry.”

	Royce shook with terror. What was happening? Who would want to hurt her? “Please,” he said with agony, “don’t die.” He tried to pull away, but she held on. “I need to get help.”

	She moaned again and her eyes clenched shut, but then relaxed. “No help for me,” she said in a whisper.

	Royce shook his head. “No. Don’t say that.”

	She blinked up at him and a tear trickled from her eye. “I’m…sorry.”

	“No.” He leaned closer and lifted her head to ensure she heard him. “You listen to me. We did not come this far for you to die. You hear me? We have a destiny. The two of us, together. You fight. You fight to survive. Don’t you dare leave me. You promised, remember? You promised to be by my side. I can’t do this without you.” He was shaking so hard, his voice was quivering.

	Despite her pain, she seemed to almost smile. “Yes, you can.” She closed her eyes, but then opened them again. “You…have to.” She grimaced and her fingers gripped his arm, but she managed to speak again. “It’s…your destiny…not mine.” Squeezing his wrist, the blood squished between her fingers.

	Royce wanted to scream, but he spoke softly. “Damn it. Stop being so melodramatic.” He looked at the house phone. “We’re going to get you to the hos—” Then it occurred to him. He looked at Sarna’s wrist. “Where are your pills?”

	“Hospital…can’t help,” she said, as Royce gripped her hand that held him and turned it over. He clicked the compartment on the blood-stained watch she wore, and it opened. He dumped the pills into his shaky hand. There were six of them.

	“Open your mouth,” he said.

	“Royce…”

	He ignored her and grabbed her jaw and dropped the pills onto her tongue. “Let them dissolve.”

	She closed her mouth and watched him with watery eyes. Another wave of pain made her moan.

	“Easy,” he said. “Jasper. I’ve got to find Jasper.”

	He moved to stand, but a whimper from Sarna made him drop back beside her. Despite her need for medical help, he didn’t want to leave her. Her eyes closed, and she wrapped her hand back around his wrist, and the blood continued to pool on the floor. Royce pulled open a drawer and pulled out several dishtowels. He moved her other hand away and pushed the towels against her stomach. “Stay with me, honey.” When she didn’t respond, he spoke again. “Sarna?”

	Her eyes cracked open. She spoke so quietly, Royce had to lean to hear. “I should…I….”

	“Sarna,” he said. “I have to get to the phone.”

	“Not safe.” she whispered as her eyes blinked once slowly and then closed. The fingers she had wrapped around his wrist went slack.

	“No,” said Royce. The sheer terror that gripped him almost made him scream. “Sarna…no.”

	He released the pressure on the towels and reached for her. He felt for her pulse again and almost sobbed in relief when he felt a weak throb in her neck. But he knew he didn’t have much time. He pushed up with reluctance, hating to leave her. The movement jostled her hand that he had pushed away from her belly. Her fingers, now unclenched, revealed a shiny, blood-stained object within them. Seeing it, Royce reached to take it from her. As he pulled it from her grasp, a long gold chain uncoiled from her palm. It was covered in blood.

	Trembling, he stared at it, unable to comprehend what he was seeing. It was a locket, and wiping away the sticky liquid, he saw the shape of two intersecting hearts.

	 

	**

	 

	Jasper took the turn into Royce’s driveway at an accelerated rate. The tires spun on the gravel but gained traction as Jasper drove down to Royce’s cabin and hit the brakes. The truck slid to a stop, and Jasper killed the engine and jumped out of the vehicle. He sprinted into the house.

	“Royce. Sarna.” He was breathing hard and sweating. “Where are you?” He glanced toward the bedroom.

	“Jasper.”

	Jasper turned toward the kitchen and saw Royce kneeling on the ground. His view was partially blocked by the kitchen counter, but he could see Royce’s hands. They were covered in blood. One was gripping the side of the sink, leaving bloody streaks and the other was clutching what appeared to be a necklace. All Jasper could see was a long chain dangling from Royce’s palm.

	Jasper ran over to Royce. Rounding the corner, he saw the pool of blood and Sarna. He gasped. Royce appeared to be in shock. His face was pale, and he seemed frozen in place.

	“What happened?” Jasper dropped next to Sarna. He felt her pulse and observed her injuries. The amount of blood she’d lost was critical. “Royce?” he asked again. “Are you okay?” Jasper grabbed him by the shoulder and shook him. That seemed to snap Royce back to attention.

	“We’ve got to get her to a hospital,” said Royce. “I’ll call an ambulance.” Shaking his head, he made himself move, and he pushed off the counter and stood on unstable legs.

	Jasper’s quick assessment of Sarna told him that a hospital would not save her. “Royce, stop. That won’t help.”

	Royce whirled. He grabbed Jasper by his shirt and yanked on it. “She won’t make it, Jasper. She needs help. I can’t let her die.”

	Jasper grabbed his brother’s fist which was curled into his shirt. “How did this happen?”

	Royce went whiter. “We can deal with that later. We have to help her.”

	Jasper tried to think. Looking down at Sarna, he noted her pale features and sunken skin. Her condition was critical. Royce’s fists were still in his shirt, and he reached up and pulled them off. “Let me look at her.”

	Royce glanced at his hands as if surprised he was holding Jasper, and let go. Jasper leaned down to check Sarna. He lifted the bloody towels and bit his lip. It was bad. He leaned over her and took her pulse. He eyed Royce.

	“I gave her the pills in her watch,” said Royce.

	“How many?”

	“Six,” said Royce, trying to catch his breath. “There were six.”

	Jasper raised his own hand. A watch similar to Sarna’s sat on his wrist. He opened a compartment, popped out four pills, and dropped them into Sarna’s mouth. “Your friend,” he said, turning to Royce, “the one who healed me. Where is she?”

	Royce’s face changed from terror to hope. His jaw dropped. “My God. Yes. Sarah. Why didn’t I think of that? Sarah can help her.” He stood and ran for the phone.

	“How far away is she?” asked Jasper.

	Royce picked up the phone and appeared to think. “Three hours.”

	Jasper shook his head. “That’s too long. She won’t survive.”

	Royce’s jaw clenched. “You don’t know that.”

	“Look at her Royce. I say we have an hour, tops.”

	Royce slammed the phone down. “Damn it.” He ran his trembling and bloody fingers through his hair. “We have to do something Jasper. Please. We have to save her.” He looked lost and was so pale, it looked as if all of his own blood had been drained. “Please.” He returned to Sarna, knelt next to her, repositioned the bloody towels, and applied pressure. “She can’t die.” He shook his head. “I won’t let her die.”

	Jasper watched in helpless despair. He thought about what he’d discovered and considered his options. “We have to get her back to the ship.”

	Royce swiveled his head toward Jasper. “What?”

	“The ship,” said Jasper. “It’s the only hope she has. If I can get her back to Eudora, they can treat her.”

	“But you said she had less than an hour.”

	“There are suspension tubes on board. If I can get her in one, then she’ll be held in a suspended state until I can get her to people who can treat her. She won’t get better, but she won’t get worse either. It’s her only chance.”

	“They can treat her on Eudora?” asked Royce. “In time?”

	“Yes,” said Jasper. “There are others like your friend Sarah. I’ll radio ahead. Tell them we’re coming.”

	“But then they’ll know where you’ve been.”

	“We don’t have a choice. Pick her up. We have to go now.”

	Royce didn’t hesitate. He stooped low and got his hands and arms under her. He lifted her with ease as he stood. Jasper ran out to the car and opened the passenger side. Royce sat in the seat with Sarna cradled in his lap.

	Jasper jumped into the driver’s side and started the car. The tires spun and gripped and the truck shot backward. Jasper reversed and slammed the accelerator. The car lurched forward and climbed the driveway.

	Jasper looked sideways at Royce. He held Sarna tightly, with her head cradled into his neck. “Royce,” he said. “Do you know who did this?”

	Royce didn’t act like he heard.

	“Royce?” asked Jasper.

	“That bitch…”

	“What? Who?”

	Royce mumbled something.

	Jasper took a curve and the tires squealed. “Royce, I can’t hear you.”

	“Alice,” Royce yelled. “She did this. She came after Sarna. She must have been jealous. I didn’t know. I didn’t think…” His forehead came down to Sarna’s. “I’m so sorry.”

	“Who’s Alice?” asked Jasper.

	Royce scowled. “What the hell does it matter?”

	“Tell me who Alice is,” Jasper said. He had to get Royce to explain what had happened.

	Royce groaned. “She’s a woman I slept with. It was recent. Just before you got here. I told her I was with someone else. I thought she’d left. She didn’t. She came after Sarna.” He squinted his eyes shut. “Damn it. How could I be so stupid?”

	Jasper didn’t let up. “How do you know it was her?”

	“Because Sarna had something in her hand that belonged to Alice.”

	“What? What did she have?

	“Shit,” said Royce. “What does it matter? Just get us to the ship.”

	“We’re almost there.”

	The sun had descended, and Jasper was glad the darkness would help conceal them. The last thing they needed was someone watching two men carrying a bloodied, unconscious woman through the woods. He drove the car faster down the road. Nearing the small parking lot that accessed the trail to the Shady Point campgrounds, Jasper slowed and parked in a secluded spot, well hidden from the road. He looked around but saw no one.

	“Royce,” he said before getting out of the car. “Tell me how you know it was her. How do you know it was Alice?”

	Royce growled at him. “Damn it, Jasper. I found her necklace, okay?” He held up a hand that still had the chain dangling from it. He opened his fingers and Jasper saw the locket. “It was Alice’s. She wore it all the time. Sarna must have ripped it off when Alice attacked her.”

	Jasper stared at the necklace. “Royce…”

	But Royce was already halfway out the door. “Come on, Jasper. We have to move. Where do we go?”

	Jasper hesitated, but then jumped out of the car. He double-checked again for anyone who could be nearby, but there were no cars and no people. “This way,” he said.

	 

	**

	 

	They ran quickly across the road. Royce held Sarna close and followed Jasper into the woods. He paid little attention to where they were going. He trusted that Jasper was keeping an eye out for anyone or anything suspicious. Royce didn’t see or sense anything. He was blind to everything but Sarna and getting her to safety. They walked for several minutes, passed the campgrounds, and went deeper into the trees. It was getting dark in the woods but the rising moon provided some illumination. Finally they came to a small clearing.

	Breathless, Jasper stopped and so did Royce.

	“Where are we?” asked Royce. “Where’s your ship?”

	Jasper raised his watch. He depressed a button and there was a soft hissing sound. A small, silver, tubular craft suddenly materialized in front of them. Its metallic sheen glinted in the moonlight. Royce stared in wide-eyed silence. The forest went quiet also, as if it too, were amazed by what sat invisible within it.

	Jasper approached the ship and a small door dropped open. Jasper looked back. “Wait here.” A narrow ramp slid down, and Jasper walked up and disappeared into the vehicle.

	Royce held Sarna tightly and tried to keep her warm as the Earth’s heat dissipated into the night. Slowly, the frogs began to croak again and the crickets began to chirp. He heard a soft moan and looked down to see Sarna’s eyes were partially open. “Sarna?” She peered up at him. “Don’t move. We’re going get you home. They’ll take care of you.” She moaned. “Shhh. Be still.”

	He heard footsteps on metal and saw Jasper walking down the ramp. Next to him was a padded table with no legs that moved beside him. With no means of support, it appeared to be floating. Jasper walked up to Royce. “Put her down on it.”

	Royce stared at the floating object. Jasper patted the cushioned surface. “Don’t worry. It will support her.”

	Royce did as Jasper asked and laid Sarna down on the table. She whimpered and he held her hand as a blanket emerged from the bottom of the device and traveled up and over her, covering her up to her neck. “Take her inside,” said Jasper, and the floating bed moved on its own, traveling back up the ramp with Sarna in tow.

	Royce started to follow.

	“Royce, wait,” said Jasper.

	Royce startled and stopped. The device carrying Sarna disappeared into the ship. “What, Jasper? I need to be sure she’s okay.”

	Jasper walked up to him. “The ship’s computer will assess and treat her, then prep her for suspension. That will take a few minutes, then you can see her. But first you need to know something.”

	Royce fidgeted. “What’s there to know? Some jealous girlfriend tries to kill the woman I…” He froze. “I’m responsible for this.” He looked back at the empty ramp. “Some leader, huh?”

	“This is not your fault.”

	Royce shook his head in frustration. “We don’t have time to argue. Sarna doesn’t have time.” He began to walk toward the ship.

	“Wait,” said Jasper.

	Royce grunted and threw out his hands. “Damn it, Jasper. What is it?”

	“Show me that locket.”

	Royce held out the bloody necklace. “What for?”

	“You need to see something.”

	Royce stared at the red-spattered chain. He thought of Alice. Things had happened so fast, he hadn’t stopped to think. Where was she? He couldn’t let her get away with what she’d done. But what could he do? Report a crime when he was about to leave the planet? And what about him? He’d left without seeing Gus or signing the power of attorney over to Gillian. He’d even left his suitcase behind. Royce rubbed his face. What the hell was he doing? Could he leave like this? But if he didn’t, Sarna would not survive.

	“Royce…”

	Jasper’s voice startled him, and he felt all his strain and tension burst out of him. “What is your problem? Why do you give a shit, anyway? You just want to make me feel worse?”

	Jasper grasped his hand and pulled the necklace out of it. “Exactly the opposite.” He gripped the sticky locket and popped the lid open. “This is what I’m trying to tell you.”

	Looking inside the small compartment, Royce’s eyes widened in stunned silence. He moved closer to look. He eyed Jasper in confusion.

	“It’s exactly what you think it is,” said Jasper.

	Royce stared again. Inside the locket were several tiny, white pills.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Nine

	 

	 

	ROYCE BLINKED. “Is that?”

	“Yes,” said Jasper.

	Royce tried to focus. “But…but that would mean…”

	“Yes, it would.”

	Royce shook his head. “She’s one of you?”

	Jasper nodded. “She’s one of us. She’s a Red-Line.”

	“What?” Royce looked again at the white pills, as if they might evaporate at any moment. “I don’t understand.”

	“Her name is Desde. Not Alice.” Jasper waited, but Royce didn’t know what to say. “Is she pretty, with blue eyes, and long blonde hair?”

	Mute, Royce nodded.

	“She’s from Eudora. I saw her on the ship’s cameras. She was walking through the forest the night of my attack. She is the one who knocked me out and almost killed me. Maybe wanted to kill me.”

	Royce shook his head again. “But, I don’t understand. Why is she here? What does she want?”

	Jasper closed the locket. “Desde is the daughter of a former Council member. He died last year in an accident. He was a good man, but easily swayed and manipulated by his wife, Melda. Melda is,” he paused, “an unpleasant woman. She enjoyed the privileges that came with being a Councilman’s wife. But with her husband dead, those privileges disappeared. Desde’s father was not a smart man. He’d made no arrangements concerning his death, and there were no extra funds to support his wife and child. Melda and Desde had to move out of their nice home. Friends disappeared and the invitations dried up.”

	Royce squeezed his eyes shut and opened them. His head was throbbing. “But that doesn’t explain why Alice, or Desde, is here.”

	“Yes, it does. Desde is like her mother. Cunning and manipulative. She liked the prestige of being a Councilman’s daughter. When that disappeared, she and her mother must have plotted a way to get it back.”

	“But what does that have to do with me?”

	“You’re the High Child, Royce. Think about it.”

	Royce’s mind was too clouded to think. All he wanted to do was get Sarna to safety, but he had to know what was going on. “I don’t understand. How would she even know that? I thought it was a secret.”

	Jasper stared at the ship, thinking. “My guess is Melda. That woman has her hands and ears everywhere. I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised if Galen said something to her. There were suspicions that the two of them were too friendly, perhaps even having an affair. It would be like him to connive with someone else.”

	Royce clenched his fingers. “What are you saying, Jasper?”

	Jasper hesitated. “Desde knows who you are. What better way to regain the graces of the Council than to show up pregnant with the High Child’s baby.”

	Royce dropped his jaw. “Pregnant?”

	Jasper nodded. “She would be carrying the next High Child.”

	Royce stared open mouthed. “Pregnant?”

	“Yes, Royce,” said Jasper. “Pregnant.”

	Royce thought back. “But she said…”

	“I would consider anything she said to be lies. All lies. She got you in a state where you felt vulnerable, Binded with you, and…”

	“Wait. What? Binded with me?” asked Royce. “I didn’t Bind with her.”

	“Did you sleep with her?”

	“Yes, but…”

	“Were you together for at least twenty-four hours?”

	Royce thought about it. “Yes.”

	“Did you have feelings for her? Did you care for her?”

	Royce wanted to slink into the ground. “Yes. At the time, I did.”

	“Then I’ve got news for you,” said Jasper. “You Binded with her. Or she Binded with you. And a Binding typically results in pregnancy.”

	Royce remembered his time with Alice and recoiled. “But I didn’t say I was Binding with her.”

	“You don’t have to,” said Jasper. “It’s the female who’s got the control in these situations. And it’s not about the words so much, it’s the feelings.”

	Royce opened his mouth, but nothing came out.

	Jasper bobbed his head toward the ship. “That’s why she came after Sarna.”

	That snapped Royce back to attention. “Why would she come after her?”

	“Because, the forty-eight to seventy-two hours after a Binding are critical to the health of the baby, and sometimes the mother. Any sort of disruption or dishevel in energy can lead to a miscarriage.  Desde had to be sure her pregnancy didn’t end.”

	“But she left,” said Royce, “after our time together. She left. Wouldn’t that be a disruption?”

	“I suspect she didn’t go far. Distance can be a factor too. She may have told you she was gone, but she probably didn’t stray.” He grunted. “That’s probably why she came after me. She realized I was here and probably surmised why. She knew I would recognize her, and she couldn’t take the risk of being discovered.”

	Royce thought about the time line. “But after the forty-eight hours, why not go home? Why did she stay?”

	Jasper shrugged. “She may have been preparing to leave, but my presence probably alerted her. After taking care of me, she must have gotten curious. If she returned to watch you, then she would have seen Sarna. Then she knew she had a problem.”

	“But why?” asked Royce. “What did Sarna do?”

	The side of Jasper’s mouth raised. “Are you kidding?”

	“No, I’m not,” said Royce.

	“The two of you. You were attracted to each other. You took the time I needed to recuperate to…as you said…get to know each other better.”

	“So?”

	“So there’s no bigger threat to a Binding pregnancy than another woman showing up. Especially if the father falls for that woman. If the flow of energy is disrupted from father to mother, then the pregnancy will end.”

	Royce gripped his forehead. “My God.”

	“Desde knew if you Binded with Sarna, then she would likely miscarry. Her sole plan is to get back to Eudora and tell everyone that she’s carrying your child. Sarna’s arrival threatened that.”

	“But who would believe her?” asked Royce. “Why would anyone trust that she’s carrying my child, if they don’t even know I exist?”

	A wolf howled in the distance. The sun was down and the nocturnal creatures were stirring. “It would be shocking at first, but Melda is smart. She knows our father. Knows he would not deny his grandchild, or you. If it came out, he would not deny your existence. It would ruin him politically. But the Council would not be able to ignore who you are or who your child is. Roma would take over and one day, your child would take his or her place as High Leader. But until then, the Council would be forced to take care of Desde, and thus Melda too. They would return to the stature and lifestyle to which they’d become accustomed. That’s been their plan all along.”

	Royce was stunned. He recalled the day he’d met Alice. He’d never had an inkling of warning. All that time she’d been playing him, using him, to get what she’d wanted. And when it was threatened, she’d come after Sarna. He thought of Sarna, lying injured in the ship, and cursed himself.

	“There’s no point in doing that,” said Jasper, picking up on Royce’s thoughts. “There’s no way you could have known. Desde is a powerful female Red-Line. Cloaking her thoughts and intentions comes easily to her. She’s learned it from her mother.”

	Royce considered something. “But, Sarna and I didn’t Bind.”

	Jasper stared at him.

	“We didn’t,” said Royce. “We told each other…”

	“It’s not about words, Royce.”

	Royce stared at the ship. He swallowed. He knew Jasper was right. “Then is she? Is Sarna pregnant?” He looked back at Jasper.

	Jasper’s face fell. “She may have been, if your Binding was complete, but after this? It’s unlikely.” He sighed. “It would be hard to sustain a pregnancy after this.”

	Royce nodded numbly. A swell of emotion overcame him, and he pushed it back. “You’re saying Desde is still pregnant with my child?”

	“Since she came after Sarna she must be,” said Jasper. He held up the necklace. “But not for long.”

	Royce stared at the locket. “What do you mean?”

	“Like I said, this is a delicate time for her. She may still be pregnant, but the harshness of this environment is just as difficult for her as it is for us. Without these pills, she will likely lose the baby. Maybe even get sick herself.”

	“What if she has more on her ship?”

	“Considering how long she’s already been here, I’d say her supply is running low. These pills are hard to come by. Even Sarna and I have a limited amount. And pregnancy would only up the required dosage.” He stared at the locket. “No. I’m sure Miss Desde is a little panicked right now, wondering where her pills are.” He smiled.

	An image of Alice…or Desde…frantic and desperate, appeared in Royce’s mind. He saw her searching, wondering what had happened to her necklace. But then he realized what she would do. In his mind, he saw her face twisting as understanding dawned. She would return to his cabin, looking for the locket. And then…

	A cold flicker of fear sliced through Royce. “I have to go back.”

	Jasper’s smile evaporated. “What? No you don’t. We have to leave.”

	“I can’t,” said Royce. He stared at the ship. “I have to go back.”

	“Royce…”

	Royce pulled the necklace out of Jasper’s hand. “She’ll come back Jasper.”

	“So what?” asked Jasper. “She’ll come back to an empty house. You’ll be gone. She’ll have lost. Her pregnancy will end. She may not even get home alive.”

	 Royce’s skin prickled. “That’s the point, Jasper. Gus is coming over. He’ll run right into her. She’ll be angry. Pissed.” He stopped as he thought about it, the images growing more gruesome in his head. “She’ll kill him.”

	“You don’t know that,” said Jasper.

	“Yes. I do.” He thought of his family. “And it won’t stop there. She’ll want revenge. She’ll want to hurt me, take from me, the way I took from her.”

	“But you didn’t take anything from her,” said Jasper, his voice rising.

	“She won’t see it like that. She knows how to strike back. If she can do what she did to Sarna to save herself, then she is certainly capable of hurting Gus. Or Gillian. Or Eve.” He squeezed the locket in his hand. “I have to go back.”

	Jasper groaned. “Royce, you don’t know if that will stop her.”

	Royce held his brother’s gaze, willing him to understand. “It will. I know what she wants.” He held up the necklace. “She wants this. And I’m going to give it to her.”

	“After her attack on Sarna, she may not even be pregnant anymore. And if that’s the case, it won’t matter.”

	Royce stilled. “If she isn’t, then all the more reason to find her and stop her before she gets to my place and finds Gus. Or worse, goes after my sisters.”

	Jasper shook his head. “I doubt she’ll live long enough to hurt your family.”

	“You can’t be sure of that. If she’s determined, she’ll find a way.”

	The moonlight shone on Jasper’s paling face. “Royce. Listen. We can’t stay. I have to get Sarna back. I can’t suspend her until we get into space. We have to go now.”

	Royce went cold, but he knew what he had to do. “Then you have to go without me.”

	Jasper’s face dropped. “We may not have another chance like this again.”

	Royce nodded, feeling his chest constrict. So much was happening that he didn’t have the luxury of time to explain his thoughts and emotions. He did his best to muster how he felt and send it to Jasper energetically. Jasper’s posture softened. “I know,” said Royce. “I’m sorry. But I cannot leave my family at the mercy of Desde’s rage. I won’t do it.”

	Jasper started to speak, but no words came. He shut his mouth and clenched his jaw.

	“Tell Dad I’m sorry. If things were different…” He paused and his throat wanted to close. “If you get a chance to return…”

	Jasper closed his eyes tightly and then opened them. “I can’t promise that. Once they realized what we’ve done…and if Roma takes over she’ll do everything in her power to keep us on Eudora and you here. Especially if Desde returns pregnant.”

	Royce understood. The swell of emotion grew. “I understand. But I won’t sacrifice Sarna by making you stay, and neither would you.” He waited as Jasper studied the ground. “There will be another chance. At some point, you will return. One day.”

	Jasper met his gaze. “You’re sure about this? What if we call the sheriff? Have him check on Gus?”

	Royce shook his head. “Won’t work. Sarna would hurt him too. She won’t stop until she gets what she wants. Her baby, or revenge.”

	Jasper groaned. “Can you call Gus? Stop him from going? You could call your sisters? Tell them what’s happening?”

	“There’s a saying,” said Royce. “‘Hell hath no fury than that of a woman scorned.’” Jasper pursed his lips. “Even if I could reach them, it wouldn’t matter. If I left Earth, Desde would spend her few remaining days here going after everyone I hold dear. She’ll make me pay.”

	“Or she might just hop on her ship and go home.”

	“You think she’d go back to a planet with no baby, with me there to tell everyone what she did?”

	Jasper stood stony in the dark. “Shit.”

	Royce almost smiled. “You’re getting better with our language.”

	Jasper threw his hands on his hips. “How about damn it, fuck, and hell. I think that covers how I feel right now.”

	Royce agreed. He felt like a child who’d just been told there would be no presents for Christmas. “Me too Jasper. Me too.” He glanced at the ship, feeling the weight of what he had to do next. “I need to see Sarna.”

	Jasper rubbed his temples. “Up the ramp, to the left.”

	Royce wished he could say something positive, but nothing came to mind. He turned toward the ship and walked up the short, metallic entryway. His footsteps made soft clangs as he walked onto the small craft. It was narrow inside and sparse. He entered a small circular room, with two metal chairs and a table attached to the floor. A quick glimpse to the right appeared to show the bridge or cockpit. Royce didn’t know what to call it. But he could see a window, a convoluted instrument panel, and a pilot’s chair. He looked to his left and saw a short corridor. Various items that looked like tools were secured to the walls. He headed down and found himself in a small room with three tubular beds. Each with a panel above it. They looked like three clear, round caskets, with comfortable bedding inside each. Sarna was in one of them. 

	A blanket covered her, and she looked almost serene. The blood that had been smeared on her face from Royce’s fingers had been cleaned off. He walked up and sat beside her. Reaching beneath the covers, he took her hand.

	The motion alerted her, and her eyes parted slightly. She blinked a few times. “Hey,” she whispered.

	Royce leaned lower to hear and talk to her. “Hey, yourself.”

	Taking a deep breath, her face scrunched in pain. “You okay?”

	He brushed a strand of her hair. “I don’t think either one of us is doing too great.”

	She squeezed his fingers. “I’m sorry.” Her eyes welled up. “I didn’t…” She moaned and shifted in the bed. Her eyes widened. “It’s…her. Be…careful.”

	“Easy,” said Royce. “Take it easy.” He stroked her cheek. “I know. Don’t worry.”

	“She…she…” The brief flare of energy waned, and she settled back.

	Wanting to scream, Royce stayed calm and didn’t let his face reveal his anger. “Relax. I’m safe. It’s you I’m worried about.”

	She let out a slow breath and mumbled. She blinked heavy lids. “Computer…wanted to give me pain killers…”

	He grimaced. “You should take them. I don’t want you to hurt.” He rubbed his thumb over her jaw and thought of the stone he wore. He instantly reached for it and pulled it off. “Here.” He carefully placed it over her head and slid the stone beneath her shirt. “You wear this. It will help protect you.”

	“No,” she said meekly. “It’s from your dad.”

	“You can return it. After you’re well.” He took her hand again and touched her face. “Now rest.”

	She blinked again as she tried to stay conscious. “Wanted to talk…see you…”

	Royce spoke over the lump in his throat. “You’ve seen enough of me. Stop being so stubborn.”

	She made a soft grunt. “I’ll never…be able…to see enough of you.”

	Royce felt tears well, and he sucked in a shaky breath. “Me too,” he said. “I dream of waking up next to you every day.” He took in her soft brown eyes and pale lips. The thought of Alice hurting her almost made it hard to speak. “I’m so sorry, Sarna. I didn’t know.”

	She made a quiet moan. “Not your fault.” Her voice was so quiet, Royce could barely hear her.

	Royce wished he could take the minutes he needed to explain, but he knew she didn’t have the time and neither did he.

	“Sarna…”

	“I lied to you,” she said.

	He raised a brow. “What?”

	She gently nodded. “I…” Her eyes drifted shut.

	“Sarna…” Royce leaned lower. “Sarna, please…” He shook with sadness and fear. He wanted so desperately to talk to her in their last remaining moments together, but knew she didn’t have the strength. “I can’t…” He couldn’t stand to tell her he was staying behind.

	She opened her eyes in a show of strength, as if she also fought to spend as much time with him as she could. “I Binded with you.” The words came out in a rush and a tear slid down the side of her face.

	He blinked back his own tears, and he swallowed hard. “I know, baby. I know.” He leaned forward and touched his forehead to hers. “I Binded with you too.” He paused to collect himself. “The moment you started bitching about eating meat.”

	She made a small noise, as if she were laughing. “I’m not giving up...on you. One day you’ll crave…apples and nuts.”

	Royce smiled and lifted his head. Another tear spilled from her eye, and he wiped it away with a trembling finger. He cleared his throat. “No matter what happens, Sarna, I want you to know that I love you, and I always will.”

	Her eyes began to drift, and he knew she was fighting to stay awake. A small breath escaped her. “I love you too, Royce Fletcher,” she said. “Forever.”

	One of his own tears fell, and he watched her lids closed. A fierce pain ripped through him and out of sheer terror, he felt her wrist. A weak but steady pulse beat there, but he knew Jasper had to get her away and into suspension fast.

	Wiping at his eyes, he pulled himself together. “Jasper,” he yelled. He stood and sent out a silent goodbye, let go of her hand, and put it back under the covers.

	Jasper appeared at the room’s entrance.

	“You have to go,” said Royce, standing. “Now.”

	Jasper stood quietly as Royce walked up to him. “You’re sure about this?”

	Royce didn’t take the time to think. “I am.” He stepped around Jasper and headed toward the exit.

	“Royce…”

	Royce reached the edge of the ramp leading down to the ground. “I’m not changing my mind. I can’t leave with you.”

	Jasper walked up to him. “You don’t know that Desde will do any of this.”

	Royce turned. “Yes, I do. I can feel it. I have to assume that she’s still carrying the baby. Now that I know who she is, I can see her for what she is. Conniving and cruel. She won’t stop until her pregnancy is secure. I have to make sure she leaves this planet.”

	“How are you going to do that?”

	“I’ll give her what she wants. The locket. Once she has that, she has no reason to stay, and no reason to hurt me or my family.”

	“You want her to carry your child?”

	Royce gripped at a piece of metal on the craft. “There’s nothing I can do about that right now. I’ll have to leave that up to fate. But what I can do is protect the ones I love.”

	“But what about Sarna? You love her too.”

	Royce’s stomach churned. “I do. Very much.” He let go of the metal and clasped Jasper’s upper arm. “But I’m counting on you to take care of her. To keep her alive. I need you to do that for me.” He squeezed his brother’s shoulder. “And if Desde makes it back to your planet, pregnant or not, you’ll still have to protect Sarna.” Jasper eyes rounded. “Please.”

	Jasper looked almost as desperate as Royce felt. After a few seconds, he finally spoke. “You know I will.”

	“Thank you.” Royce waited, knowing what else he wanted to say. “I’m glad you came here Jasper. I know I was a pain in the ass, but I’m glad I met you.”

	Jasper’s face remained unchanged, but a quiver in his clenched jaw told Royce everything.

	“Tell Dad,” Royce paused. He wasn’t sure what to tell him. “Tell him his Earth family misses him. And we love him.”

	Jasper nodded, his own jaw clenched. “There’s something you need to know.”

	Royce couldn’t imagine there was more. “What?”

	Jasper swallowed. “It’s Dad. There’s another reason his reign is threatened.”

	Royce felt a cold lump in his chest. He didn’t know how much more he could take. “What’s that?”

	“I didn’t want to tell you before. I didn’t want it to sound like I was manipulating you.”

	The lump grew. “What is it?”

	Jasper bit his lip before he spoke. “Dad’s sick. We don’t know what it is. He’s been getting weaker over the last few months. No one’s been able to help or figure out what the problem is. He’s been trying to hide it, but the Council suspects something is wrong. It’s why we fear a vote will come soon to end his rule.”

	Royce stood like a dead tree. Dealing with losing Sarna was bad enough, but this was excruciating. The tears threatened to come again, and he forced out his next words. “Why didn’t you tell me this sooner?”

	“You know how it would have looked. I tell you Dad is sick, and then ask you to leave with us? It puts you in a terrible position. I wanted you to come because it was your choice to do so. Not because of guilt.”

	Royce felt his throat swell. He stared at the ground. “Okay.” It was all he could say.

	“I’m sorry. I hate to have to tell you this way.”

	Royce could only nod. A few seconds passed, and he managed to raise his head. He took a deep breath and released it, but the weight on his chest remained. “I wish…”

	“You wish what?”

	He forced out the words. “I could be there.”

	Jasper nodded, his face wooden. “Me too.”

	Royce said the only thing he could think of. “Take care of him. Tell him if things were different…” He couldn’t continue. After a few seconds, the pressure eased. “Just tell him I love him.”

	Jasper spoke softly, his own voice shaky. “I will.” The words sounded stunted. “Royce…”

	“What?”

	Jasper’s shoulders dropped. “I was a pain in the ass too.”

	Royce half-smiled. “I know.”

	“Please be careful. Desde is dangerous.”

	Royce stiffened. He directed his mind back to his current situation. It was the only way for him to think straight. “I can be dangerous too. Especially in the mood I’m in.”

	“She can sense things, so cloak yourself.”

	Royce thought about his encounter with the bear. “She’ll be lucky if she can see me standing in front of her.”

	Jasper paused and cleared his throat. “If you can get her off the planet, then you should be safe. She won’t be able to return. These ships only carry so much fuel. And she won’t have enough pills. She’ll have to go home. And if she does that, baby or no baby, I’ll make sure she never finds a way off the planet again.”

	Royce grunted. “I’d appreciate that.”

	“You have my word.”

	“Thank you.”

	Jasper nodded. “I hope one day…”

	Royce could see a glint of shine in his eyes. Royce knew what he wanted to say. That one day they would see each other again. “Me too Jasper. Me too.”

	Jasper held out a hand, and Royce took it. They shook. Before they could part though, Royce pulled Jasper in and wrapped his free hand around him. He spoke into his ear. “You be careful, Jasper.”

	Jasper went still for a moment, but then Royce felt Jasper’s arm on his back. “You too brother,” he said in return.

	The swell of emotion Royce had been trying to control suddenly reached tidal wave proportions and Royce pulled back. Jasper turned quickly as if feeling the same thing, and Royce watched him walk into the front of the ship. Royce let out a deep breath, took a last look around, turned, and walked down the ramp.

	As soon as his feet hit the Earth, the ramp lifted. A soft wooshing sound emanated from the craft and the trees and blades of grass around it began to sway. Slowly, but almost silently, the ship lifted. Royce felt the rush of air in his face diminish as the narrow vehicle rose higher and higher in the night sky. Then, as fast as the blink of an eye, there was a brief popping sound, the air vibrated, and then it was gone.

	Royce stared at the stars. The trees swayed and the frogs and crickets resumed their croaks and chirps. Staring upward, the emotions of loss, regret, and anger overcame him. Royce sank to his knees. He thought of his father and wondered if he would ever see him again. He thought of Alice and how she’d manipulated and lied to him. And he thought of Sarna and how he’d grown to love her strong opinions, their disagreements, and her beautiful face. But now, she and Jasper were gone, and Alice was still here, threatening everything he held dear, while at the same time, taking from him the one woman he loved.

	Royce sank back on his heels, stared up at the moon, and summoning all of his pent up anguish, fear, and fury, bent his head back and screamed.

	 


Chapter Thirty

	 

	 

	GUS PULLED INTO Royce’s driveway and parked. He didn’t see Royce’s car but figured his friend would return soon. He opened his truck door and stepped out. It was a beautiful night, and he took a moment to admire the glittering stars and crescent moon. Mother Earth was showing off tonight, he thought.

	Normally, he would have walked to Royce’s cabin on a night like this. His home was only a couple of miles away, but he’d already had a busy day helping to track a neighbor’s lost horse. It had been spooked by a snake and galloped away. The neighbor’s daughter was distraught, and her parents had called Gus. Most of the people who lived in the area knew about Gus and his tracking skills. It had taken a couple of hours, but Gus had followed the animal to the lake, where he’d found the skittish horse drinking water.

	Now standing outside Royce’s cabin, he thought about why he was here. Royce had told him that he’d made a decision and he needed to see Gus. Gus suspected he knew the answer. He also suspected it involved Royce’s two visitors. He leaned back against his truck, still staring up at the sky. He was going to miss his friend.

	After a moment, he pushed off the truck and headed for the house. He didn’t wear a watch, but he had a good inner clock. He would wait inside until his friend arrived. Walking up to the cabin, he stopped at the threshold. The front door was open. Something tingled through him. Starman would not leave his door open if he wasn’t home.

	He took a moment to connect with his surroundings. He felt for anything out of place. Perhaps someone else was here? The house was dark and silent, but it didn’t take a medicine man to know something was amiss. Gus walked up to the doorway. He peered inside but saw no one and nothing. “Royce?” he called. There was only quiet.

	He took a step inside, reached around to the wall, and flipped on the lights. The interior illuminated. Gus saw the small living area, the breakfast table, the kitchen… He stopped at the kitchen. There were bloody handprints on the sink and countertop. Leaning to get a better view, he saw blood smeared on the tile. Moving farther into the house and past the kitchen counter, he sucked in a breath at what he saw. A large pool of blood. All over the floor.

	“Great Spirit,” he said. He looked around. “Royce?” he asked again. There was no answer. He spied the phone on the wall. His mind raced to pull up the sheriff’s number from memory.

	Careful not to touch anything, he walked over and grabbed the phone. Recalling the number, he began to dial, but heard no dial tone. He tried again with no success. Hanging up, he groaned, but remembered the cell phone in his car. Gus had reluctantly embraced technology over the years. He still preferred the old ways of someone calling his house phone, or dropping by if they wanted to reach him. Although he had a cell, he used it mainly for emergencies, and he figured this situation fit the bill. Turning to exit, he stopped when he saw a woman standing at the entry.

	Gus opened his mouth to ask for help, but something about her made shivers pop out on his skin. The shivers turned to icy chills when he recognized her.

	Gus stepped back as she walked slowly into the house. “Hello, Gus,” she said. She closed the door behind her. “Waiting for someone?”

	Gus didn’t know what to say. Alice stood in front of him, but this was not the same woman he’d met a few days earlier.

	“I’m waiting too,” she said. She scanned the room and her eyes stopped at the blood-smeared, but empty, kitchen. She smiled and crossed her arms. “Why don’t we wait together?”

	 

	**

	 

	Several seconds passed as Royce’s scream reverberated through the trees. Breathing hard, he sat numb, wondering what in the hell had happened over this past week. How he had gone from a quiet existence into a living hell?

	Shaking his head, he didn’t ponder for long. The thought of Desde going to his place, looking for the locket, and finding Gus instead, spurred him into action. He jumped up and headed back into the forest. He ran fast down the trail and passed the campgrounds, but spotting a small stream, he stopped and dropped beside it. Sarna’s blood covered him. It was on his hands, jeans, and Desde’s locket. And his shirt was red with it after he’d carried her through the woods. He wanted it off. All of it. The thought of confronting Alice, or Desde, while stained with it, sickened him.

	He cleaned the necklace, his skin, and did his best to rinse the sticky liquid from his clothing. It was dark, but the moon was out, and he felt confident he’d removed most of it, although his shirt was stained pink. His clothes wet, he shivered in the night air, but he didn’t care. It would help to keep him focused.

	The blood removed, he sat back. But even though his clothes were clean, he was still a mess. His mind was in disarray, and his emotions were in turmoil. He had to calm down, or he would be no good to anyone. Taking slow deep breaths, he tried to settle himself. He had to think clearly in order to deal with Desde. Still holding the locket, he dropped it into his pocket and felt something bulky. Feeling for the other object, he found it and pulled out the pouch containing Gus’s Spirit powder. Staring at it, he figured now was a good time to use some. He opened the pouch and poured a healthy amount into his palms and rubbed it over his neck and shoulders. 

	The powder seemed to help. Sitting against a tree, his mind began to clear and some of the tension in his neck and back eased. Even his head throbbed less. Resting his elbows on his knees, Royce tried to quiet his mind.

	He put the pouch back in his pocket. Thinking of Sarna, his turmoil returned. He had to relax and let the powder kick in. He took several more breaths, but his doubts surfaced and worries grew. He thought of his family, and a vivid memory returned of his dad telling him that solutions didn’t come from asking the question but from realizing you already knew the answer. As a child, Royce was never sure what that meant, but now he decided to go with it. He went still and trusted he already knew what to do.

	He didn’t know if it was Gus’s magic potion, or the quiet of the moment, but an idea began to take shape. He thought about it and made his decision. It was crystal clear. He knew what he had to do to deal with Desde.

	A few minutes later, he stood, feeling centered and determined, and headed back through the trees. The parking lot was close, but before Royce could access the trail back to the car, he froze. The light of a bobbing flashlight flickered through the forest. Avoiding the beam, he ducked back behind a tree.

	Cursing, he leaned forward and peered out to see who was walking along the trail. Despite the darkness, Royce could make out a hat and uniform. Royce squinted to see who it was, and as the light of the flashlight illuminated the woods, Royce recognized the figure. It was Aaron Carsons, the sheriff’s deputy.

	Royce swiveled back behind the tree and held his breath. Damn it, he thought. What was Aaron doing out here? He knew the answer though. Rick was sending patrols through the woods. Since Jasper’s attack and the woman’s murder had occurred in similar areas, the sheriff didn’t want to take any chances. Few people had been venturing out to this area since the attacks, but Royce knew the sheriff was vigilant and the area’s residents would expect it.

	After a few moments, Royce glanced back around the tree. The flashlight was still visible, but no longer moving. Royce could see through the woods that Aaron had stopped walking and was sitting on a long dead fallen tree trunk. Royce caught the delicate tendrils of a wispy haze drifting through the air. It was smoke. Aaron was smoking.

	Royce ducked back. He hadn’t known Aaron was a smoker. He cursed that now was the time he had to find out. His mind flipped through an array of ideas. Should he walk out of the woods? Say “Hi,” and head to the car? No, he thought. Not an option. His clothes were soaked and stained pink. And his car likely had blood in it. He did not need to draw attention to himself. Not a good idea.

	He could wait Aaron out. Stay where he was until Aaron left. He discarded that theory. Aaron didn’t look to be in any hurry. And Royce couldn’t afford to wait.

	He could attempt to sneak away, but he knew that wouldn’t work. The woods were quiet, and the sound of his footsteps as he traversed the canopy of leaves and roots on the ground would travel. Aaron would hear it and come looking. That wouldn’t work either.

	What the hell was he going to do?

	Another idea popped into his head. He mulled it over, considering its practicality. Could he do it? Royce recalled his last attempt with the bear. He’d cloaked himself and the bear had walked right by him. The animal had suspected Royce’s presence, but it was a bear—an animal who made the woods his home, who survived every day by following his instincts. This was just Aaron Carsons. A man whose only instincts were to buy beer on Friday night.

	Royce knew it was his best option. He had to try. If he was able to cloak his physical presence, he could walk right by Aaron. The only problem would be the noise of his footfalls but Royce figured that might work to his advantage.

	Royce leaned back against the tree. Taking long, deep breaths, he attempted to silence all thoughts. It wasn’t easy. Images of Alice, Sarna, Jasper, his sisters, his dad, and Gus plagued him. But he kept at it. Slowly, the images dissipated and all that was left was a blank slate, much like the night sky on a cloudy night. He let everything fall away, until there was nothing left but him, standing in silent emptiness. The noises of the forest drifted into a muffled background. Everything stilled, and when he felt ready, he imagined in his mind a large blanket, or cloak, dropping over him. It settled over his head and shoulders, passed his torso and lower body, and finally over his legs. He stood that way for a moment, feeling the blanket pressed against him, and seeing himself disappear from all earthly eyes. When his skin tingled and went almost numb, Royce knew it was time.

	He opened his eyes. He’d never done this while moving. He would need to remain in this active meditative state until he could get past Aaron and return to his truck. It would be a challenge, but he was well motivated. Feeling cloaked, but not exactly sure he was, he peered around the tree. Aaron was still sitting on the trunk.

	It was now or never. He stepped out from his hiding space. For a moment, a well of panic emerged when he imagined Aaron turning and seeing him. He figured if that happened, then he’d have to talk his way out of it. He didn’t know what he would say, but he’d deal with it.

	He took one step. The area was covered in dead leaves. There was a small crunch. Royce waited, but Aaron didn’t react. Royce kept moving, going slowly, and trying to stay as quiet as possible. He knew if he stayed on the trail, then it would be a quieter path, but it would take him right past Aaron. If he strayed off the path, then he would be easily heard. He chose the trail. If he was cloaked, then walking past Aaron wouldn’t matter.

	He took several more steps as the wisps of smoke grew closer. Nearing the trunk where Aaron sat, he could make out the deputy more clearly. He was puffing on a cigarette and looking at his phone. The light illuminated Aaron’s face in the darkness of the woods. As Royce neared, Aaron put his phone in his pocket and mumbled something. Royce thought it sounded like this sucks.

	Royce stepped closer and heard the snap of a twig as his foot came down. He froze. Aaron picked up the flashlight and swiveled toward the sound. The light bobbed, and Royce braced himself. He would learn now if he was indeed cloaked. Aaron flashed the beam over the trees, crossed Royce’s torso, and moved it into the clearing next to him, then swiveled back again. Aaron never stopped on Royce. Royce released an anxious, silent breath. The deputy couldn’t see him. The flashlight moved again, but after a second, Aaron put it down. “Damn squirrels,” Aaron said. His voice shook slightly.

	Royce kept going. Maintaining his mental focus, he managed to walk past Aaron, but the trail became rockier as he continued. A stone crunched beneath his foot, and he went still again as Aaron stubbed out his cigarette and stood. The flashlight swiveled. The beam swiped over Royce, but with no reaction from Aaron.

	“Who’s there?” asked Aaron. The flashlight whipped through the woods. Aaron took a few steps forward but stopped, narrowly missing Royce.

	Royce didn’t breathe. He stood stock still and maintained his calm state. He had to stay cool. Aaron bobbed the flashlight in a wide circle, but seeing nothing, he backed up to the log and stood there, studying the area.

	Royce wondered what to do. At this point, if he kept walking, every footstep would be heard, and that might alert Aaron enough to call on his radio and alert the cavalry. Royce didn’t need that. He needed to effectively get Aaron out of his way without worrying about additional law enforcement. He also needed to be able to get to his truck and drive away without Aaron hearing the engine, running out to the road, and recognizing Royce’s truck.

	Royce considered his options and finally settled on one. He didn’t think it was the best idea, but decided it would work as well as any other. And the deputy would eventually recover. Or at least Royce hoped he would. Not wasting any time, Royce turned toward Aaron, and taking two long strides, which were easily heard, walked right up to the man and said loudly, “Boo.”

	The effect was instantaneous. Aaron flailed his arms, dropped the flashlight, and shrieked. The pitch was high enough to scare off any animals within a three-mile radius. The deputy tripped on a root, fell backward, and scurried back on his butt, anxious to get away from whatever had spoken to him. It was exactly what Royce had planned for.

	Royce watched with a little amusement as Aaron managed to gain his footing and scamper deeper into the woods, still flailing and yelling, “Get away from me. Get away from me.”

	Within seconds, Royce couldn’t see him anymore, although he could still hear him.

	He took advantage of the situation and sprinted down the trail. Making it to the parking lot, he ran across it to the hidden spot where Japer had parked. Seeing the police cruiser at the head of the trail, he hoped Aaron had not bothered to survey the area before entering the woods. Stopping at his driver’s door, he closed his eyes and lifted the veil that cloaked him. The last thing he needed was for someone to see a moving car with no driver. He jumped into his truck and started the engine. Punching the accelerator, he backed out and drove out of the lot.

	 


Chapter Thirty-One

	 

	 

	ROYCE DROVE DOWN his driveway and saw Gus’s red two-door, beat up truck. He slowed down and parked next to it. Killing the engine, he looked around. The lights were on in his house, but Royce did not see his friend. Royce knew that if Gus had walked into his home and seen the blood, he would call for help. Royce had wondered what he would have done if he got to his cabin, only to see a driveway full of circling, flashing lights? He didn’t know.

	Now that he was here and there were no police cars, he had to consider the other option. Gus was here, and so was Alice. He felt around his jacket pocket and pulled out the necklace. Staring at it, he remembered Sarna, bloody and in pain, lying on his kitchen floor. Remembering that fueled him, and he stepped out, slamming the door behind him. He made no effort to be quiet. Putting the necklace back in his pocket, he walked up to the door and opened it.

	The first thing he saw was Gus sitting on the couch. When the door opened, he and Royce made eye contact. Neither spoke as Royce walked in and shut the door with a bang. He walked into the living room.

	“Hello, Royce.” Royce swiveled to look behind him. She was sitting at the breakfast table. “How are you?”

	Royce didn’t answer. He was too dumbstruck. He gazed at the woman he knew as Alice. The shapeless dress and long braid were gone. As he stared, she stood. She wore fitted dark jeans; high heeled, sleek, black leather boots; and a fitted, collared black shirt. It was unbuttoned enough to show some cleavage. But the most striking feature was her hair. Undone, it fell down her back in layered, riotous blonde waves. He remembered when he’d seen it out of the braid, but it had been tamer then. Her eyes flashed at him, and he picked up on her irritation and anger. He also noted that the bruise on her face had faded to a grayish yellow, even though it had been black and blue that afternoon.

	“Hello, Alice,” he said, squaring his shoulders. “Or do you prefer Desde?”

	The side of her mouth quirked up. “Desde, of course. Alice is so…Earth.”

	He wanted to scream at her. “Nice outfit.”

	She looked down. “You like it? It’s more my style.”

	He willed himself to stay cool. “What happened to the bruise?”

	She touched her cheek. “Oh, this?” She rubbed it. “Luckily, Red-Lines heal quickly.”

	He set his jaw, and his anger grew. “You and I need to talk.”

	She crossed her arms. “Indeed we do.”

	He glanced at Gus, who sat quietly on the couch. “Why don’t you go home Gus?”

	Gus rose. “Would love to.”

	The silver picture frame with the photo of Royce, his sisters, and mother flew off the mantel and hit Gus in the forehead. He fell back onto the couch.

	“I don’t think so,” said Desde.

	Royce saw blood seep through Gus’s fingers. “Damn it.” He moved to the sink, ignoring the smears of red on the floor and counter, wet a towel, and brought it to Gus. He looked at his friend’s injury, but the damage was minor.

	“I’m okay,” said Gus, holding the cloth to his head.

	“Stay put,” said Royce.

	“Don’t think I have a choice.”

	Royce straightened and faced Desde. “What do you want?”

	She sneered at him. “You know what I want.”

	He thought of the necklace in his pocket. “You’ll leave after I give it to you?”

	“I can’t get off this planet fast enough.”

	He was ready to give it to her, but he needed to know a few things. “Before you ride off into the sunset, I’d like to know how long you’ve been planning this.”

	She laughed. “This?” She threw out a hand. “You and me?” She rested her hand on her belly. “Not long. After my father died.”

	“That’s right,” said Royce, nodding his head. “I heard. Dear ole’ Dad died, and Desde suddenly wasn’t so popular anymore.”

	She glared at him. “You’ve obviously talked to Jasper, but he’s just as big a fool as you. Neither of you have any idea what you’re talking about.”

	Royce felt the calm he’d tried to maintain begin to uncoil. “I know enough to see that you think you deserve to be treated like some kind of princess. When you’re really just the ugly stepsister.”

	Her face was flat, but he saw her pale. “That’s where you’re wrong. Ugly stepsisters never win.” She stepped closer. “But I have every intention of going home with exactly what I want.” She patted her belly. “And leaving you exactly as I found you. Sad, pathetic, and lonely.”

	Royce didn’t respond.

	She studied her nails. “When I first got here, I wasn’t sure what to expect.” She grimaced and looked up. “What is the big deal about Earth? It’s a terrible place. So much violence. You all seem to solve all your problems by hurting yourselves or others.”

	“You fit right in.”

	She ignored him. “It did work to my advantage.” She began to walk through the house. “When I got here, I wasn’t sure how to set up our initial meeting.” She stopped at his bedroom door. “I had to find a way to entice you quickly. I didn’t feel like taking the time to woo you.” She glanced inside the room. “But then I figured, you’re a man. How hard could it be? Earth men want sex like Earth women want beauty. Give him the means and it’s easy.”

	Royce shifted. “You were Alice then. Not…this.”

	She smiled. “Alice…poor sweet Alice.” She sighed. “Sad she had to die.”

	Royce frowned. “Was there an Alice?”

	She leaned back against the doorframe of his bedroom. “Yes. Of course.”

	Royce’s mind worked. Then he understood. “The woman in the woods.”

	She nodded. “I met her my second day here.” She pushed off the wall and walked toward the fireplace mantel. “I came early to watch you. Get my bearings. Learn more about this place, the town, the people.” She made a face. “How you and your friend here live out in these woods is a mystery to me.”

	Gus sat forward. “The Earth shows her magic to those who appreciate it.”

	She swiveled to face him. “The Earth’s magic is nothing more than an illusion. Just like your medicine man bag. It has no more power than this.” She touched the fire place poker with her fingers.

	“Depends on who’s holding the poker,” said Royce.

	She grinned. “That’s where you’re wrong, Royce. If you understood, then you’d realize that you don’t need the poker at all.”

	He clenched his fists. “What happened to Alice?”

	Her eyes narrowed. “As I was saying, I met her my second day. I’d been watching you, debating about how and when to approach you. I was in the woods, near some campgrounds and hiking trails, not far from my ship, when she walked up to me and started talking.” She stared off. “We chatted like two girlfriends and then later agreed to meet again.” Desde rested her hand on the mantel. “She was a lonely, troubled woman. I could sense her need to unburden herself. We met again the next day, back in the woods. She didn’t want to be seen in public. I soon found out why.”

	Curious, Royce couldn’t help but ask. “Why?”

	Desde turned away from the mantel. “She was running from her husband. He was abusive. She told me the story that I told you. He was searching for her, and she was on the run. She told me everything. I didn’t particularly care until she told me where she was staying.”

	Royce swallowed. He thought of Old Man McDermott’s house.

	“Right next door to you,” said Desde. “I couldn’t believe it. She even looked like me, except she wore those horrible dresses. She told me she hid from men. She didn’t want the attention. That’s when I knew.”

	“Knew what?”

	She glanced at Gus, who didn’t speak. “What I would do to get to you.” She looked back at Royce with a smirk.

	“You had to kill her?”

	She made a snorting noise. “I didn’t have a choice. I couldn’t well become her if she was still alive. She was perfect. The best way to meet you.” She stepped up to the couch and touched the fabric. “My mother told me a way would be shown, and she was right. I walked right into Alice’s life. Became the sad, solitary, abused creature. I moved into the cabin, wore her clothes, took her name. I had to ensure no one came looking, so I disposed of her identification. I didn’t want the police to come sniffing around. It would take some time for them to figure out who she was.” She smiled. “I even gave them a clue as to who might have done it. I know how Earth people love a good murder mystery.”

	“What do you mean?” asked Royce.

	She laughed and her eyes gleamed. “The shoe, Royce. The shoe.”

	Royce recalled the pink sneaker in his shed.

	“I had her meet me early. At dawn. It would be quiet then. I told her we’d go for a walk. Take our mind off our worries. She did. The woods weren’t quiet though. Some kids had partied the night before at the park. They staggered out early, before Alice arrived, but one car was left. I had to hope that no one stumbled upon us. I didn’t need anybody seeing her with me. Luckily, we walked alone. And as soon as I had the chance, I took a rock and hit her.” She stared off, recalling the event. “It was easy. As soon as she was down, I took anything that would identify her, and then I saw her pink sneakers.”

	Royce forced himself to take a steady breath.

	“I took one off. On the way out, I stopped at the car in the lot. I recognized it. It belonged to the sheriff’s boy. I’d seen him driving around before when I’d surveyed the town. He liked to play his music loud. His car was unlocked. I opened the trunk and threw the sneaker in. It was perfect. If anyone came snooping around, I could throw them off the scent with one phone call.”

	Royce thought of RJ. “You’d let a harmless teenager be accused of murder?”

	“Nobody’s harmless,” she said. “He’s not innocent of stupidity.”

	Royce didn’t see the point of arguing.

	“So, after she was out of the way, all I needed to do was get your attention. I made sure you saw me, but I stayed mysterious. I didn’t want to look obvious. Then the perfect opportunity showed itself. You were on the property. That bear came sniffing around. I just had to point him in the right direction. That was simple. For some reason, I think he holds a grudge against you.”

	Royce thought back to that day in the woods.

	“I didn’t plan on the snake though,” she said. “You really are a bit of a klutz, aren’t you?” He didn’t answer, and she smiled. “Once you were suitably disabled, I got you into the house and became the trauma nurse Alice, taking care of her patient. I wasn’t sure about that snake bite though. Thankfully, Gus came through for us. I didn’t want to have to take you to the hospital. I needed to keep you close.” She walked up beside Royce. “So we could get to know each other.”

	He almost stepped back. The thought of their time together and her betrayal made him shudder.

	“I had to admit, when I planned this, I was worried about getting here and finding you...unsuitable.” She looked him up and down. “But I got lucky.” She grinned. “You look like your father.” She tipped her head. “I wonder if he would be as pleasurable in bed?”

	Royce felt sick. How could he have been fooled by this woman?

	She stepped up closer, and he smelled her perfume. He wondered if it was Alice’s perfume.

	She leaned against him. “If you’re interested, we could enjoy each other one more time before I leave.”

	He gritted his teeth and managed to speak. “I think I’ll pass.”

	She trailed her fingers down his arm. “You’re sure? As I recall, you liked it when I touched your—”

	He stepped back. “Get away from me.”

	She laughed. “Touchy, touchy.” She looked at Gus, who sat quietly on the couch, his head no longer bleeding. “Bet you’d like to watch, wouldn’t you?”

	Gus’s expression didn’t change.

	“So you got what you wanted from me,” said Royce, his gut churning. “Why didn’t you leave?”

	She rubbed her stomach. “Yes. I got what I wanted. It worked beautifully. We spent a lovely twenty-four hours together. All I needed to do was make sure I got through the next seventy-two with no disruptions or energy fluctuations. I know you’d thought I’d left, but I wasn’t far. I had to stay close. I went back to the ship, made sure I took my medicine. I had to stay in peak condition. I couldn’t let this toxic place affect my pregnancy.” She released a satisfied sigh. “I am carrying the High Child after all.”

	“You’re sure?” asked Royce. “How do you know you’re pregnant?”

	She patted her belly. “Because I can feel it. The child’s energy is there. Growing inside me. In fact, I think it’s a girl.”

	Royce wanted to moan, but he clenched his jaw instead.

	“Your daughter, Royce.” She smiled again. “I think I’ll call her Esmerelda, after my mother.”

	Royce’s heart thumped against his chest. “You don’t deserve her.”

	She dropped her hand to her hip. “Don’t I? I planned everything to get to this point. My mother and I knew the moment we realized you existed that we could be more than just the wife and daughter of a pathetic Councilman. We could be the mother and grandmother of the next High Child.”

	Royce wasn’t sure he heard right. “You planned this when your father was still alive?”

	She frowned as if Royce had asked her if she was pretty. “Of course. We started plotting as soon as your uncle Galen told my mother. They’d been having an affair at the time. People were already whispering about it. It wasn’t long after that my poor dad had his accident.”

	“Your father?” asked Royce. Shock rippled through him. “You…did you kill your father?”

	“You killed your uncle.”

	Royce dropped his jaw. “How do you know that?”

	“He told my mother what he was going to do, what he wanted to do, with you and your sisters. They argued. It was the last thing we wanted. At least not until I got to you first. But we couldn’t stop him. When he left, we knew our plans would be ruined. He would destroy our chance to find you. But he never came back.”

	Royce recalled Galen’s death. He felt no remorse. “No, he didn’t.”

	She ticked up a brow. “I figured he’d met an untimely demise. And he did, didn’t he? It was just a guess, but I assumed it was at your hand, and probably your sisters too. You’re the only ones who would have had the ability. Am I right?”

	“He deserved what he got.”

	“I don’t disagree.” She crossed her arms. “So mother and I moved forward. She used her connections to get me a ship and the pills. Made up an excuse for my absence. And here we are.”

	He grunted. “Lucky me.”

	“You’re the High Child. The father of our baby. I’d say you’re very lucky.”

	“If I could change it, I would. I don’t want to be the father of our child.”

	She grinned. “Don’t worry. You won’t be. She’ll know nothing about you, except what I tell her.”

	Royce pushed back the desire to grab Desde by the throat.

	“That’s why I panicked when I saw Jasper in the woods. I didn’t know if he’d followed me, or if he’d seen me. I didn’t know who he was with. I suppose, looking back, I should have bided my time. Watched and waited. If I had, he and Sarna would be gone, and so would I. But what is your saying?” She thought about it. “Something about eyesight?”

	“Hindsight is twenty-twenty,” said Gus.

	“Yes, that,” said Desde. “I overreacted. Hit him on the head too. Only he didn’t die. Sadly.”

	“What is the matter with you? Aren’t Eudorans supposed to be peaceful?”

	“The boring ones are,” she said. She leaned toward him. “But I’m not boring.”

	He narrowed his eyes. “No, you’re not.”

	“I’d hoped that was it. All I needed was another day or two to be sure my pregnancy could be sustained. And then I learned Sarna was here.” Her face dropped. “That was a problem.”

	Even though Royce knew the answer, he still had to ask. “Why?”

	She glared, and her eyes darkened. “You know why. Because you’re so damned weak. Another woman shows up and you pant after her just like you panted after me. You’re so predictable.”

	“Alice…”

	“It’s Desde.” She straightened the cuffs on her shirt. “I watched you that night.”

	“What night?” asked Royce.

	“The night on the porch.” Her eyes furrowed. “Your ‘connection’ moment. So touching.”

	“You were out there?”

	“Who do you think scared the bird? I had to try and stop your pathetic lust from ruining everything. I thought I had succeeded.” She gripped the countertop. “But no. She got her claws into you. I can’t blame her though. She’s smart. Probably wanted the same thing I did.”

	He straightened. “That is not what Sarna wanted.”

	“Wasn’t it? She tried to Bind with you, didn’t she?”

	He stepped forward. “She didn’t expect anything. She didn’t want to Bind.”

	Desde pointed at him, and Royce felt a force emit from her and push him backward. “Stop lying to me. You two plotted together. She and Jasper were going to take you back, parade you in front of the Council, make you the next High Leader, all while Sarna flaunted her pregnancy.”

	“That’s not true.”

	“Then you’re lying to yourself and she fooled you too. That’s exactly what she planned.”

	“You’re wrong.”

	“Think whatever you want. But I wasn’t going to let that happen. She wasn’t going to win. I had to get rid of her, take her baby away and save mine. And the last thing I want or need is for you to go to Eudora.”

	“Why? Because I would tell everyone about the witch you are?”

	Her brows lifted. “Everyone knows by now that I’m a witch. No. If they knew I was carrying your child, the Council would make us honor the Binding between us. We would be forced to live as a couple. You would be High Leader, of course, which has its perks, but I would be forced to live as your partner.” Her face squinted as if she’d eaten something sour. “I can’t do that. I look forward to getting back home, having this baby, finding someone to take care of it, and then having some fun.”

	Royce felt the bile rise in the back of his throat. “You’re a real catch.”

	“No.” She stepped forward. “You were the catch, but I’m throwing you back like all the others. You served a purpose, nothing more.” She trailed her eyes over him. “You were one of the better fish though. More like a barracuda.”

	Royce wanted to throw something. “And you’re a shark. You destroy everything in your path and leave nothing behind. I’m surprised your eyes didn’t roll back in your head when I met you.”

	“Oh, they did.” She smirked. “You just didn’t notice.”

	He had to admit she was right. “Now we know where we stand. You want to go, and I want you to leave. Seems we’re finally on the same page.”

	“I want to leave all right. But that bitch took something from me…and I need it back.”

	“Your pills?”

	“You know about the pills?” She grunted. “She told you, didn’t she? Probably took them from me because she wanted to destroy my baby.”

	“You tried to kill her.”

	“That’s your fault. That was a last resort.”

	Royce went cold. “You go after Sarna and it’s my fault?”

	“I gave you the chance to save her. You didn’t take it.”

	“What are you talking about?”

	“This afternoon. The note I left you. You came to see me.”

	Royce scowled. “I came to talk to you. To check on you. To make sure you were okay.”

	“Oh, you’re such the hero.”

	Royce’s skin grew hot, and he was sure his face was red. “But all you wanted was to get me out of the house so you could come after Sarna.”

	She flicked out her hand. “That’s where you’re wrong. I invited you over to give you the chance to save her. I gave you a choice. I told you my sob story. Asked you to help me. But you said no. You chose Sarna. If you’d said yes, if you’d helped me, then I would have known our Binding was intact. But you didn’t, thus my pregnancy was threatened. I had to get rid of her.” Her face relaxed as if she spoke about vacation plans. “I had to find a way to distract you then. I planned to run outside, have you follow me, and then incapacitate you, but I ran into that damn bear.” She shook her head. “That worked fine though. I have some sway with animals. And I knew when the bear saw you, it would make him angry. And, of course, you rushed in to save me. It worked perfectly. I just had to make sure the bear didn’t kill you.”

	Royce stood stunned. “Because I chose not to help you, you attacked Sarna.”

	“You gave me no choice. Your Binding with her was intact. Mine was not. I had to act fast. As soon as you were out cold, I headed over here.” She cocked her head. “You should have seen her face when she answered the door. I was the last person she expected to see.”

	Royce shut his eyes.

	“It wasn’t personal, Royce. Just business. She was going to take what I had. I couldn’t let that happen.”

	The guilt twisted his insides. He couldn’t speak.

	“Oh, and by the way, there’s a dead man in Alice’s garage.”

	Royce opened his eyes, remembering. “I saw him. Did you kill him too?”

	Desde grunted. “He showed up out of nowhere. Said he was Alice’s husband.” She laughed. “Can you believe that? That idiot found her…or me. He must have traced the car. I knew he was in town, searching, but I’d thought he’d left.”

	“So you never met up with him in a hotel?”

	“No,” she chuckled. “I made that up. He showed up this morning before you came over. Knocked on the door. Of course he realized I wasn’t Alice. Started screaming at me, demanding to know where she was. I tried to put him off, but he was insistent. Then he hit me.”

	Royce grit his teeth.

	She touched her skin around her eye with the yellowish tint. “I was stunned. No one has ever hit me before. The bruise had its advantages though. It got your attention and made my story more believable. But once that happened, he was a,” she looked at Gus, “what’s another one of your more colorful terms?” He shook his head and she tapped her chin. “Dead man walking. That’s it. Perfect analogy.”

	“You shot him?”

	She grunted, as if becoming bored with the story. “He had a gun. He pulled it on me. Wanted me to get in his car with him. Said he was going to take me to the authorities. Find out what I did with Alice. I let him take me outside. Acted all frightened and scared. But as soon as I was in the car, I pulled the gun right out of his hand.” She grinned as she thought back. “His face was perfect. All ‘shock and awe.’” She looked almost serene. “Then I shot him.”

	Royce dropped his head. “Hell…”

	“Thankfully, most of the blood didn’t get on me. I mean, I was expecting you to arrive at any time. So I left him in the garage.”

	“And when did I arrive?”

	“About an hour later. Gave me enough time to clean up. And the bruise to turn nice and purple.”

	Royce berated himself for playing right into her hands.

	“Don’t feel too badly.” She stepped close. “I’m very good at getting what I want.” When he didn’t answer, she asked, “Tell me. Is Sarna dead?”

	The urge to throw up returned. He hated this woman. “No, she isn’t.”

	“I see.” He felt her energy probe him. “They left, didn’t they?” she asked. “Jasper took her home. To save her. And you stayed here.”

	Royce didn’t answer.

	“How loyal of you.”

	He still didn’t speak.

	“You have the necklace?”

	He looked at his friend. “You’ll leave Gus alone?”

	She chuckled. “That’s why you came back, isn’t it? To save Gus.” She glanced at the man sitting on the couch. “You’re lucky, Gus. He was right. You’d be dead now if he’d left.”

	“I don’t fear death,” said Gus.

	“You would have.” She looked back with a stony expression. “You know what I’m capable of. You know what I want. You threaten any of that, and I won’t stop until I take everything you love.” She walked over to the back door and opened it. She picked up a plastic bag, carried it inside, and dropped it on the couch.

	Royce looked at the clear bag. He could see clearly what was inside. It was a pink tennis shoe and a gray sneaker. It was the match to Jasper’s missing shoe. “You test me, and I’ll throw you to the wolves.” She touched the bag. “I considered taking this to Eve’s place. She lives in the city, right?”

	Royce tensed.

	“Yes,” she said. “I know where she lives. If you hadn’t returned, I would have had enough time to find her, hide this in her home, and make a phone call. It wouldn’t have taken them to long to figure out her connection to you.”

	Royce imagined giving her another black eye. Maybe a broken nose too.

	“You may have been gone, but she likely would have taken the brunt of the investigation.” She raised a brow. “I could have thrown in some of Alice’s clothing too. That definitely would have at least made her look like an accessory, don’t you think?”

	Without thinking, Royce summoned all his energy and sent a vicious energetic wave toward Desde, intent on knocking her through the wall. Before it could reach her, though, it hit an invisible barrier, and like a trampoline, it bounced back toward Royce. The force hit him in the chest and threw him backward. His feet came off the ground, and he hit the wall behind him with a thud. Sliding down, he put his hand on his chest as the air left him.

	Desde cackled. “Don’t be stupid. I’m much better at this than you are.”

	Gus swiveled on the couch. “You okay, Starman?”

	Royce groaned but managed to get his feet under him. “I’m okay.” He pushed up and stood. He took a shaky breath. “I give you what you want, and you’ll leave?”

	“I’ll be out of here within the hour. I can’t take this place anymore. I never liked being here in the first place. All I want is the pills.”

	He almost snarled at her. “I’m surprised Momma didn’t secure an infinite supply.”

	She scoffed. “She supplied plenty. But I’ve been on this planet longer than I planned. And I’m highly sensitive. I need those pills to make sure my pregnancy survives the journey home. I have a few left. That will get me only so far though.” She rubbed her belly. “Things are delicate right now. Any more energetic disruption could jeopardize our daughter. And that encounter with Sarna didn’t help.”

	“You should have left her alone.”

	Her eyes narrowed. “I don’t want to talk about her anymore.” She took a step closer. “Now give me the pills.”

	Royce eyed her, wishing he could do anything but give her what she wanted, but he had no choice. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the necklace.

	She took it instantly, and opened it, eyeing the tiny white discs inside. Satisfied, she snapped the locket shut and put it around her neck. “Well, I’m feeling better now. How about you?”

	Royce shook his head. “I don’t ever want to see you again.”

	She grinned. “I think for once that I won’t disappoint you.” She looked back at Gus. “Nice to have met you Gus.”

	Gus didn’t speak as Desde sidled up next to Royce. “I’ll remember our time together with fondness.”

	“I’ll try to forget it.”

	“Hmm,” she said. “You’ll try, but you won’t succeed.”

	He grimaced. “Don’t you have a ship to catch?”

	She laughed softly. “Yes. As a matter of fact I do.” She stepped away from Royce and walked toward the door. “I can’t wait to tell Mom she’s going to be a grandmother.” She glanced back at the two men. “And tell your father I’m carrying his grandbaby.”

	Royce summoned all his strength to stop himself from drop kicking her out of the house. “Get out of here.”

	“I’ll send him your love.”

	Royce didn’t speak as she walked out the door. He stepped up to the entryway and watched her disappear into the woods. He figured she must have parked her car, or Alice’s, somewhere nearby. Gus came up beside him, holding the bloody rag.

	After a few quiet moments, he spoke. “You okay, Starman?”

	Royce watched the woods, although Desde was no longer in sight. “You’re the one with the head wound.”

	Gus paused. “But you’re the one with the heart wound.”

	Satisfied she was gone, Royce closed the door. Exhausted and emotional, he walked to the couch and sat. 

	Gus sat beside him. “Thank you.”

	Royce leaned forward and put his head in his hand. “For what?”

	“For coming back.”

	Royce grunted. “I wouldn’t let her hurt you.”

	“I could have handled her.”

	Royce rubbed his head. “You sure about that?”

	“She’s from your planet?”

	Royce sighed. “It’s a long story, Gus.”

	Gus nodded. “The blood. It’s Sarna’s?

	Royce felt like he had fifty-pound sandbags on his shoulders. “Yes.”

	“But she’s still alive?”

	“I hope so.” Thinking of her, he felt his throat swell.

	Gus put his hand on Royce’s shoulder. He sat quietly for a few moments. “Is it true what Alice…or whoever she is…said? Is she carrying your baby?”

	Royce wanted to sink into the couch. “Desde? Yes. For now.”

	“For now?”

	Royce lifted his head. His eyelids were as heavy as rocks.

	Gus eyed him. “What are you up to Starman? What did you do?”

	Royce stared blankly at the wall. “I figure we have an hour. Maybe two.”

	Gus leaned forward. “Until what?”

	“To make sure she’s gone.”

	“Why wouldn’t she be? Why would she come back?”

	“She is. She won’t.”

	“Then why do we have an hour or two?”

	Royce groaned. “Because,” he raised a hand and pulled the pouch of Gus’s Spirit powder from his pocket, “by then she’ll be in space, and then it will be too late.”

	“Too late for what?”

	“For her to do anything when she realizes I poisoned her pills.”

	Gus stared at the pouch and then at Royce. “You didn’t.”

	“I did.”

	Gus’s mouth dropped open. “You sprinkled the powder on her pills?”

	“I doused them in it. Not long after she takes them, she’ll feel the effects. If what she says is true, and if your powder truly is a purging agent, then her pregnancy will end. Everything she planned for will be gone. She’ll go home with nothing.”

	Gus dropped his hand back to the couch. “What if she comes back?” asked Gus. “For revenge.”

	Royce massaged his shoulders. They were so tight they were numb. “She can’t. She wouldn’t survive the trip. Not enough fuel and not enough good pills to keep her alive. Plus, she’ll be sick as a dog.”

	Gus sat quietly. The house was silent as they both contemplated the day’s tumultuous events. “Is this what you wanted?”

	Royce sat still, not knowing the answer anymore. He glanced at his friend, feeling almost too tired to speak. “She did it to me, so I did it to her.”

	Gus didn’t reply but watched as Royce stood, walked into the kitchen, flipped on the sink, and began to clean Sarna’s blood off his countertop.

	A few seconds passed, and Gus stood too. He dropped his bloody cloth on the coffee table, walked to the pantry, found the mop, and began to help.

	 


Chapter Thirty-Two

	 

	 

	TWO DAYS LATER, Sheriff Rick Henderson stood in Royce’s driveway. RJ leaned against a nearby tree, and Royce and Gus watched the police activity at Old Man McDermott’s cabin next door. Even from a distance, they could see patrol cars parked in the driveway, and Royce could see they had the garage open.

	“It’s hard to believe,” said the sheriff.

	“What is, sheriff?” asked Gus.

	“That all this happened in our small town.” He looked at Royce. “And culminated in your neighbor’s house.”

	“Yes. It is,” said Royce.

	They all continued to watch the police walk around the property. Yellow tape was going up around the garage.

	“What do you think happened over there, sheriff?” Gus asked, glancing at Royce, who looked away.

	The sheriff gripped his belt buckle. “Near as we can tell, that man who was snooping around town, the one your friends ran into,” he pointed at Royce, “his wife was the woman in the woods. We finally identified her. She’s Alice Montgomery. Been missing since last year. Her family says she’s been on the run. Husband’s abusive.” He paused. “Apparently, she came out here to hide. She was renting McDermott’s cabin. Her husband must have caught up with her. Killed her in the woods.”

	“Poor woman,” said Gus. “Never had a chance.”

	“How do you know he did it?” asked Royce, still staring at the trees.

	“Found her pink shoe. In his car.” He sighed. “Must be a fetish thing. I’ve seen it with city folk.”

	Royce glanced at RJ. RJ’s head popped up, and his face froze. Royce looked away.

	“He had your friend’s…rather brother’s, shoe too.”

	“Jasper?” asked Royce.

	“Yes. I don’t understand why he went after him though.” The sheriff grunted. “His attack was in the same area. Maybe our killer thought Jasper saw something, or knew something.”

	“Maybe,” said Gus.

	“He still around?” asked the sheriff. “We may need to talk to him.”

	“No,” said Royce. “They left a couple days ago.”

	“You know where?”

	Royce shook his head. “No idea. Nowhere close.”

	“I’ll call his mom, I guess, if I need to. Nice woman.”

	Royce didn’t respond, and the group stood in silence as they watched the police activity.

	“There’s still something I don’t understand,” said Rick.

	“What’s that?” asked Royce.

	“That woman. At the cabin,” he said to Royce. “You remember seeing her?”

	“When?” asked Royce. He studied the ground.

	“That day we found Alice Montgomery in the woods. I brought RJ over. We saw a woman in the distance. On the porch.”

	Royce stared off. “Vaguely.”

	“She must have been staying or visiting with Alice. A friend of hers, I suspect. You ever meet her?”

	Royce maintained his somber expression. “I’ve never met any of McDermott’s guests, or their friends.”

	“Strange. I wonder who she was.”

	“There’s no telling, sheriff,” said Gus. “Maybe she was staying with Alice, and when Alice didn’t come home, she left.”

	“I hope the husband didn’t come after her too,” said Royce. “Why else would he be at the cabin, if his wife was already dead?” He continued to watch through the trees as a white van with the word Coroner printed in block letters on its side joined the fray on McDermott’s property.

	“Well,” said Rick, “if he killed his wife, and then went after Jasper, then he probably was on a spree. The blonde woman we saw may have become a target if she was helping Alice.” He sighed. “I hope we don’t find her body in the woods too.”

	“Yeah,” said Royce. He scratched at the dirt with his boot. “That would be a tragedy.”

	“Maybe she’s the one who made the anonymous phone call,” Gus said. “The one that told you about the body in the garage.”

	“No,” said Rick. “That was a male caller.”

	“Hmm,” said Royce. “Strange.”

	“Maybe she’ll turn up, sooner or later,” Gus said.

	“Or maybe she won’t,” Royce said, glancing at Gus.

	The four of them continued to watch the commotion. Even though the trees obscured the view, it was pretty clear what was happening.

	“I need to get back to work,” Rick said. “I just wanted to come by and see if you saw or heard anything.”

	“Not a thing, sheriff,” said Royce.

	“You ready, RJ?” Rick asked.

	RJ pushed off the tree and walked over. “Sure.” He stared at Royce.

	“We heard you’re leaving town,” said Rick. “RJ wanted to tell you goodbye.” Rick patted his son’s shoulder. “Soon as we’re done here, I’ve got to take you home and get back to the crime scene. I need to check in on Aaron too.”

	Royce swiveled his head. “What’s up with Aaron?”

	The sheriff shrugged. “Heck if I can figure it out. Came back spooked the other night from surveilling the woods. Said he saw a ghost or something. Hasn’t slept since. Can you believe that?”

	“Really?” asked Gus. He chuckled. “The woods hold secrets. Maybe he stumbled into one.”

	“Or he stumbled into too many beers,” said the sheriff. “That’s my theory.” He checked his watch. “He better get over it though. I need his help today.”

	“I’m sure he’ll be fine,” Royce said. “Probably heard an animal or something.” He tipped his head at RJ, who stood by the sheriff’s car. “Hey, RJ.” The teen straightened. “Before you leave, walk with me for a second.” Royce looked at the sheriff. “We’ll be right back.”

	“No problem,” said Rick. “So Gus,” Royce heard the sheriff say, “you got any theories about our murderer? Why would he choose to go to McDermott’s and shoot himself in the garage?”

	Royce heard Gus answer. “Why does anyone do anything, sheriff?”

	Royce stepped away from the driveway, and RJ followed. When they were out of earshot, Royce stopped next to a willowy tree. RJ stood next to him and waited. Royce couldn’t tell if the teen looked happy or sad. His eyes held a flat look.

	“Listen,” said Royce. “I don’t want you to worry about the shoe. No one will ever know it was in your trunk.”

	RJ hesitated. “Did you put it in that guy’s car?”

	Royce shook his head. “It’s not important. The less you know about this, the better. Just know that the man in the garage…he is the bad guy.”

	RJ opened his mouth to speak, but stopped.

	“What is it?” asked Royce. “If you have any doubts, then now is the time to express them.”

	RJ swallowed. “How do I know?”

	“Know what?”

	RJ hemmed and hawed.

	“Spit it out. Speak now or forever hold your peace.”

	RJ bit his lip but finally answered. “How do I know you didn’t do it?”

	Royce almost chuckled but stopped himself because RJ looked like he was about to puke. He leaned against the tree. “I suppose that’s a valid concern. But all I can tell you is that I didn’t. I didn’t hurt that woman in the woods. I didn’t put the shoe in your trunk. And I didn’t hurt that man next door.” He kept an eye on RJ, who looked worried. “Do you think I did it?”

	RJ stared at the ground. After a few seconds, he looked up. “No.”

	“Then you would be correct.”

	“But I think you know who did. And that’s why you’re leaving.”

	That froze Royce to his spot. The kid was smarter than he looked. Royce pushed off the tree and squatted low. He picked up a long piece of grass and ran it through his fingers. “That may be true, RJ, but that has nothing to do with you.”

	“Then why don’t you tell my dad? Let him go after whoever did this. So you don’t have to leave.”

	Royce smiled sadly. “Believe me. If I could, I would. But it’s not that simple.”

	RJ shoved his hands in his pockets. “Why do adults always say that?”

	Royce wondered about that. “I don’t know.”

	“Where are you going to go?”

	Royce held the grass between his fingers. “I don’t know that either.” He sighed. “I just need to leave. To get lost for a while.”

	RJ nodded. “Are you going to go look for the person who really did this? The person who hurt you?”

	Royce dropped his jaw. “You’re a pretty smart kid, but no. I’m not.”

	“I’m not a kid.”

	Royce sighed. “You’re right. You’re not a kid. Which is why I’m going to ask you for a big favor. I need you to keep everything that happened between you and me to yourself.”

	RJ paused. “What if I don’t?”

	Royce played with the grass. “It’s your choice. I can’t stop you from telling your dad about the shoe. But if you want to tell him, then do it now. You wait, then it only casts more suspicion on both of us.”

	RJ dug his hands deeper into his pockets and the two sat in silence. “I won’t tell him. And I know you would never hurt anyone. You helped me when I needed it, so I’ll help you too. I owe you.”

	Royce smiled fondly. “Thanks. I appreciate it.” He dropped the grass and stood. He looked down at the teenager. “I want you to know that I think you’re a good kid…sorry…person. I see a lot of potential in you. Your father does too, so try not to give him too much grief.”

	RJ shifted on his feet. “Okay.”

	“He loves you. It’s just that…sometimes dads have a hard time expressing that.”

	RJ nodded. “Yeah.”

	“Good.” Royce patted RJ on the back and turned toward the driveway.

	“You ever coming back?” asked RJ.

	Royce stopped. He stared out over his property and realized he wasn’t prepared for the question. “I don’t know. I guess that just depends.”

	“On what?”

	Royce released a deep breath. He thought of all that had occurred over the past week. “Me.”

	They exchanged a look, and Royce felt an unexpected lump of sadness well up inside him. “You’re dad’s waiting.”

	“Yeah. Okay.”

	They walked back to the driveway, and RJ hopped into the front seat of his father’s patrol car.

	Rick stepped up with an outstretched hand. “Good luck, Royce, with wherever you’re headed.”

	Royce shook his hand. “Thanks, Rick.”

	“How can we get in touch with you, in case we need to…you know…” He nodded in the direction of the crime scene where more yellow tape was going up.

	“I’ll be in touch with Gus. Just let him know if you need to reach me.”

	“Will do.” He let go of Royce’s hand and tipped his hat at Gus. “See ya, Gus.”

	“Sheriff.”

	Rick got in his car and started up the engine and drove away with RJ.

	As the police vehicle disappeared, the two men stood quietly on the driveway. The only sounds were of the murmured voices of the distant crime scene workers and the birds in the trees. Royce watched the activity.

	“You think they’ll find anything?” asked Royce.

	Gus shrugged. “We cleaned it well. I doubt it.”

	“Don’t you think they’ll wonder why there’s no fingerprints?”

	Gus fiddled with the feather that hung from his neck. “Maybe, but hopefully they’ll just think that whoever was there last just kept a clean house. Either way, there’s no reason for them to suspect you.”

	Royce nodded. He patted his front pocket and felt his cell phone. They’d found it in the dirt beside the porch at McDermott’s cabin. “Thanks for your help, Gus. I didn’t mean for you to get mixed up in this.”

	“Don’t forget. My fingerprints were over there too.”

	“Yeah, I know.”

	They continued to quietly observe the events at the neighboring cabin.

	“You got your stuff?” asked Gus.

	Royce turned away. No matter what they found next door, he knew there was nothing more he could do. “In the truck already.”

	Gus grunted. “You got your toothbrush?”

	“Yes.”

	“Comb?”

	“Sure.”

	“Shoes?”

	“Got ‘em.”

	“Good.”

	Gus faced him. “You’re sure about this?”

	“I am,” said Royce. “You don’t mind watching the place?”

	“No. Not at all. What about your family?”

	“What about them?”

	“They know what you’re doing?”

	“I told them.”

	“What did they say?”

	“Nothing to say, Gus.” He hung his head. “I need to get out of here. After everything…I need to get my head together.”

	Gus grunted. A gust of wind blew, and Gus pushed his hair off his face. “I get it. You need to walk.”

	Royce crossed his arms. “Exactly. A walk. Like you do.”

	Gus’s eyes softened. “I always take my walks in the woods. I believe nature has a way of soothing our pain.”

	Royce chuckled. “I brought my camping gear.”

	“Sleeping bag?”

	Royce smiled. “Yes.”

	“Canteen?”

	Royce nodded.

	“Toilet paper?”

	“Of course.”

	“Good.”

	They stood that way, unsure of what to say next.

	“You be careful, Starman.”

	That well of emotion that Royce had felt with RJ returned. “I will.”

	“Don’t hide from any bears.”

	“I won’t.” Royce reached into his pocket. “Here.” He held out his house keys.

	Gus took them. “I don’t plan on keeping these forever.”

	Royce headed for his truck, and Gus followed. “I know.” Royce opened the door.

	“Before you go,” said Gus, “tell me your intentions for your walk.”

	“My what?”

	“Every walk needs an intention. A goal. Something you plan to accomplish or learn or find.” He rested his hands on the car door. “You should know that before you leave.”

	Royce slid into his seat and pulled out his car key. He stared out the windshield. “I just want to shut everything out.”

	“That’s only temporary. What then?”

	Royce gripped the steering wheel. “Then I want to silence this gnawing guilt.”

	Gus nodded. “And after that?”

	Royce sighed. He thought that was enough, but then he realized there was more. “I want to prepare.”

	Gus squinted. “Prepare for what?”

	Royce swallowed and stared at his friend. An array of conflicting emotions fluttered through him. “For when she comes back.” Royce pulled the car door shut and started the engine.

	Gus spoke through the open window. “Which one?”

	Royce tipped his head at Gus but said nothing. He backed his truck out and, waving, drove away, leaving his friend and his home behind him.
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Chapter One

	 

	“How much longer is this going to take?”

	Adam leaned back against a scrubby tree and stared at the ground. “I don’t know.”

	Tezik walked up and grabbed his shoulder. “We’ve been here two months.”

	Adam pulled away from Tezik’s grasp. “Neither one of us knew what to expect when we got here. We were aware of the unknowns.”

	“There weren’t that many unknowns.” He pointed a finger. “All we had to do was get close and figure out where her brother was. How hard is it?”

	“How the hell would you know?” Adam kicked at the leafy dirt. “You’re sitting here in a cushy craft while I have to live among them. Every day. Trying to wade through all that chaotic energy is torture. You should see some of the people she works with. Not to mention being able to feel all of them. The pure exertion of trying to protect myself is exhausting.”

	“Hanging out and getting close to a beautiful woman must be traumatic.”

	“You don’t understand, Tez…”

	“Tell me what I don’t understand. You know this woman by now. You and I both know her track record. She likes men. You need to use that. That was the plan all along.”

	“I know,” yelled Adam. He swiped at one of the brushy trees that muffled their conversation. He’d driven outside of the city and into the wooded acreage that bordered the road to meet his partner and friend, Tezik.

	“You don’t have to marry her. Sleep with her, yes. Get her to talk. Then, when she trusts you, she tells you what we need to know. What is wrong with that plan?”

	Adam sighed. “I can’t—” 

	Tez’s eyes widened. “Don’t tell me you’re getting a conscious. Since when have you ever hesitated to bed a gorgeous woman? I don’t have enough fingers to count your conquests. And this one isn’t even looking for a commitment.” He shook his head. “You know what we have at stake here. What we promised. We agreed to come here and get this information. It’s what we do. We get well paid for it.”

	“You don’t have to tell me what we do.”

	“Apparently I do.”

	Adam knew his friend was fighting to hold his temper. “I’ll get it.”

	Tez set his jaw. “Listen. Roma will only wait so long. You know how she works. It wouldn’t surprise me in the least if she sent somebody else, as a backup, in case we fail.”

	“She’s never done that before. Why would she start now?”

	“We’re overdue, and she hasn’t heard from us. I can’t initiate a signal from here. If she thinks we failed, she’ll send another team. She doesn’t care about us. She just wants the information. You and I both have family back home. If we come back with nothing, you know what could happen.”

	Adam scoffed. “Family? I have a sister married to one of the Council’s goons. And parents I barely talk to. They’re too busy playing suck-up at their master’s feet.”

	“What do you think we’re doing?” asked Tez. “We suck up to the Red-Lines for a living. Would you rather live in a slum, living day to day doing menial tasks?”

	Adam frowned. “I am not like my parents.”

	Tez smirked. “I’ve got news for you. Yes, you are. We get hired to do the dirty work. We do it so we don’t live in poverty. It’s what Grays have been reduced to. I think your parents see it the same way.”

	Adam pushed off the tree. “My parents sold me to the highest bidder.”

	“Your parents offered your services to Galen. Just like mine. It put food in our mouths.”

	“And money in their pockets.”

	“You could have left a long time ago. We haven’t seen Galen in almost two seasons. You were offered a job, which you accepted. We both did.”

	Adam crossed his arms. “We didn’t have much of a choice.”

	Tez groaned and rubbed his head. “This is not the time for a philosophical discussion about our life choices. As they say down here, this is the hand we’ve been dealt. Now, if you want to live in a fantasy world and hope and pray that one day things will change, and suddenly Grays will have equal standing, then go ahead. But in the meantime, you still have work to do.”

	The breeze brushed against Adam’s face. He looked up at the blue, cloudless sky. It was one of the things he liked about Earth. Outside of the highly populated areas, it was beautiful. The woods reminded him of his parent’s home, before he was given away. “Why do you think they want him?”

	“It doesn’t matter.”

	“Word is, he’s the High Child.”

	“Who cares?”

	“The man’s on another planet. He shouldn’t be that big of a threat.”

	Tez walked up and poked Adam in the chest. “Listen to me. That’s not your concern. You’ve got one week. You either get what we came for, or we’re pulling up stakes. And if that happens, she’ll assign someone else and never use us again. We’ll be sent to the hills to mine old Kista fields, and we’ll die years from now from lung waste.”

	Adam didn’t respond.

	“Get your act together,” said Tez. “Maybe you don’t care about your family, but I have a wife back home. And I’d like to get back to her.” He stepped back. “My parents groveled at the Red-Lines’ feet and barely got by. But not me. I won’t live like that again. We’re going to finish this job and get our payday. What happens after that is not my business, nor yours.”

	Adam started to speak, but Tez held up his palm. “Maybe there was a time where the Reds and Grays were unified. Maybe there was a time when we were given freedom to do and go where we wished. But that’s been over for a long time. And it’s not coming back. So, do me a favor and pull yourself together. If this fails, it’s on you, not on me. And I’m not going down because you suddenly feel guilty.” 

	The men held each other’s gaze.

	“How long have we known each other?” asked Adam.

	“Since we worked in Galen’s fields when we were kids.” He paused. “A long time.”

	Adam stood solemnly. Tez took a deep breath and released it. Adam could relate to Tez’s anger. A memory flashed of the two of them as children, their faces encrusted with dirt and their clothes tattered and worn, working on Galen’s property. “I won’t let you down, Tez.” His friend nodded. “I’ll find him. I promise. By the end of this week, I’ll find Royce Fletcher.”


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Eve Fletcher walked into Benny’s Juke Joint. The usually crowded bar was quiet, and the stage from which she sang her ballads was dark. The crimson curtains were pulled back in their usual place. Benny never closed them. The smell of stale cigarettes still hung in the air. It seemed to have permeated the walls after years of puffing patrons had come and gone. The chairs hung upside down on tables and the floor was clean, but Eve pictured the spilled drinks, dirty napkins, and cigarette stubs that would litter the ground a mere three hours from now. The bar and lounge would be humming with customers, and she would be thirty minutes into her first set. The crowd would be boisterous but respectful. The rowdy ones wouldn’t come out until her second set, after the haze of several rounds of drinks and whatever fashionable drug people were trying these days settled in. By the second set, inhibitions were lost, and Benny posted bouncers at the sides of the stage to keep the loons at bay. Crazy as it was, it was that set that Eve enjoyed the most. There was something about the energy of the crowd during that time that gave her a thrill. Or it was the element of risk. She always sang better then too.

	She headed backstage toward her dressing room. The hall was quiet. She’d agreed to come early to practice. Although she knew the songs well, her most recent piano man, Richie, had asked for the time. They worked well together, but there were still some areas that needed polishing. She glanced at her watch. Richie would be there in fifteen minutes.

	Walking down the hall, she flipped a switch and illuminated the small corridor. A drawer slammed nearby, and she jumped. She walked across the hall to Benny’s office. “Benny?” she asked, heading toward the door. “Is that you?”

	Eve pushed the door open to reveal a small, cramped work area. One window with partially opened blinds allowed enough light for her to see the wooden desk piled with folders, books, and papers. A laptop sat precariously on top of the mound. The room had dark paneled walls and the only picture displayed was a black and white photo of a young man and woman. The woman wore a wedding dress and held a small bouquet. The man wore a tux and had his arm around her. 

	Benny sat in the desk chair. His thinning gray hair, narrow frame, striped pants, and orange shirt gave him the appearance of a retiree on a golf course in Florida.

	“Spark?” he asked when she walked in. He pushed his glasses up on his nose. “What are you doing here so early?”

	“Hey, Benny,” said Eve, walking into the small space. “I’m practicing with Richie. I could ask you the same question. Why are you here?” She looked over his clothes. “Shouldn’t you be playing golf?”

	“I hate that game.” He opened another drawer and closed it again. “I had business crap to deal with.” He eyed her outfit. “You look beautiful, as usual.”

	Eve glanced down at her slim jeans, red low cut blouse, and red heels. “This?” she asked. “I just threw this on.”

	“Babe, you could wear a pillowcase and look good.” He glanced at the picture on the wall. “You remind me of my Maggie.” He made a sign of the cross. “God bless her.”

	Eve looked at the framed photo. “She was more beautiful than me.”

	Benny smiled. “Not by much.”

	Eve eyed his desk. “When are you going to clean this so called desk of yours?”

	“This?” He waved a hand. “I know exactly where everything is. If I cleaned it, I’d be lost.” He dug through some papers and pulled out a folder.

	“You okay?” she asked.

	Benny stopped rifling. “Sure, babe. Why wouldn’t I be?”

	A blur of orange jumped out from behind the desk, and Eve startled. “Jeez,” she said, holding her hand to her chest. Benny’s cat sauntered to the worn brown couch that sat against the wall. “Louis, you scared me.”

	Louis made himself comfortable on the sofa, and Eve walked up to pet him. Holding her hand on the animal’s head, she stilled for a moment, then she turned and faced Benny. “What’s going on?”

	Benny looked at her as of she’d asked him why he was wearing shoes. “Wrong?” He placed the folder on his cluttered desk. “Nothing’s wrong.”

	“Something’s going on.”

	Benny narrowed his eyes. “You and that spidey sense of yours. It never ceases to amaze me.”

	“I’ve known you a long time. I can tell when you’re stressed.”

	“You’ve known me three years. But my own kid doesn’t get me like you do. How is that possible?”

	“Vince is an idiot.”

	Benny chuckled. “So why’d you date him?”

	She shrugged. “I had a less discriminating filter at the time.”

	“Not anymore you don’t.”

	“Things change.”

	He raised a brow. “What about your latest? Jerry is it?”

	She tilted her head. “Yes.”

	“He’s an idiot.”

	“You’re changing the subject.”

	“You’re the one that brought up idiots.”

	Eve scratched Louis’s ears. “He’s not an idiot. He owns Barwells.”

	“A retail store?” Benny waved a hand. “Big deal. He’s a suit. He’s worse than an idiot. He’s boring. You don’t belong with a suit. You need someone who brightens the stage, not dims the lights.”

	Eve sighed. This was not the first time they’d had this conversation. “Who do I belong with then?”

	Benny hesitated, and Eve waited. “Somebody who makes you laugh.”

	“I laugh.”

	“Not near enough. And not with him.”

	Eve stopped petting Louis. “How did we go from talking about you to my love life?”

	“Because I’m boring too. Don’t worry about me kid. Just take care of yourself. You understand? If something happens to me, stay out of it.”

	Eve stiffened. “What would happen to you?”

	“Nothing. Forget I said anything.”

	“No. What is it? What’s wrong?”

	Benny sighed and tapped on his desk. “I’ve owned this place for years. Problems are second nature to me. I’ve dealt with robbers, liars, and thieves my whole life. And I’ve always managed to survive. This is no different.”

	Eve crossed her arms and studied him. She had her suspicions, but she’d never voiced them. “Does this have to do with the mob?”

	Benny winced. He pushed up from his seat and walked around the desk. “Listen, Spark. You and I are close. You’re my best singer, and you draw the biggest crowds.” He reached out and took her hand. “I love you like my own. You’re a daughter to me. You know that?”

	Eve squeezed his fingers. “I know that. You’re like a father to me.”

	He nodded. “Despite that, if there’s one thing I need you to do, it’s to stay out of this part of my life.”

	“Benny—” 

	He held up a finger. “Don’t argue with me. Don’t mention that word again. You know nothing. You see nothing. And don’t you ever get mixed up with my boy Vinny again. You got that?”

	His anger surprised her. She’d never seen him like this. “What’s Vinny got to do with the mob?”

	Benny shook his head. “Stay out of it. It’s not your business.”

	“But—” 

	Benny waved his hand. “End of discussion.” He walked back to his desk. “Don’t you have to meet with Richie?” His tone told her everything.

	“I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

	He sat. “Nothing’s going to happen to me.” He rubbed his eyes. “I think you’re just picking up on my fatigue. That’s all it is.”

	She knew it was more. “Sure.” She fiddled with the edge of his desk.

	“You like Richie?” he asked.

	“What?”

	“The new guy. The piano man. He working out?”

	She tried to focus. “I like him. We just need to get our timing down.”

	“He likes you, too. He’s got that puppy dog look in his eyes.”

	She rolled her eyes. “He’s got a girlfriend.”

	“So what? You have that effect. That sparkle. Men can’t take their eyes off of you.”

	“You’re exaggerating.”

	“What about that new guy? The bartender. Adam, is it? I see him watching you.”

	“Adam?”

	“Yes. Good looking guy. Been here what? Two months now?”

	“I know who he is.”

	 “You like him?”

	“I’m seeing Jerry.”

	Benny laughed. “Babe, that’s never stopped you before.”

	She almost argued with him but realized it was pointless. “He’s cute, but he barely speaks to me.”

	“The kid’s tongue-tied around you. I’ve seen him with the patrons though. He’s good with the customers. They like him.”

	She picked up a paper from Benny’s desk. “Good for him.”

	Benny took the paper out of her hand. “You should talk to him. Make an effort. Help him open up. Be approachable. Besides, if you two got together, you’d be Adam and Eve. Sounds destined to me.”

	“You think Adam is the man for me? You barely know him.”

	He leaned forward on his seat. “You’re not the only one with a good sense of people.”

	She couldn’t deny that. She glanced at the clock on the wall. “I should go. Richie will be waiting.”

	“Knock ‘em dead tonight.”

	“I always do.” She turned to walk away.

	“Hey.”

	Reaching the threshold, she looked back. “What?”

	“Thanks for checking in on me. I appreciate it.”

	She nodded. “You’re welcome.”

	He paused. “You’re my sparkler, kid. Have been since I’ve known you.” She smiled. “And one day I want you to meet your own sparkler. Someone who lights you up.” He glanced at the wall. “Like me and my Maggie.”

	A lump welled in her throat. “I love you, Benny.”

	He winked at her. “I love you too.” He sat back in his seat and grabbed the folder. Eve saw and felt his gruffness return. “So go teach Richie who’s boss.”

	She laughed softly. “I will.”

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	The bar hummed with activity. Customers waited at the counter as last call approached. Adam felt the sweat drip down his back as he filled a glass with beer from the tap. He slid the drink to a customer as another ordered a rum and coke. The room was filled with a haze of smoke, and the steady beat of conversation carried among the low lit tables. Eve’s set had just ended and now that the music was over, the atmosphere had changed from the sexy and enchanting feel of a jazz ballad to the harsh reality of drunkenness and impending hangover.

	Adam rang up a tab and took a credit card payment. A man in a blue suit, with salt-and-pepper hair, talked on a cell phone at the bar. Adam knew who he was. His name was Jerry—the man Eve was dating.

	“Here you go,” said Adam, as he slid a receipt to a customer who stood beside Jerry.

	“Hey, sweetie,” said Jerry into his phone. Adam listened as he rang up another tab.  As a bartender, Adam heard all sorts of conversations perhaps better left unheard. “I’m sorry,” said Jerry. “Something came up.” 

	A man in a purple striped suit and bowtie signed his bill and added a tip.

	“Sure,” said Jerry. “Okay. I’ll come over. Just give me an hour.” He paused and looked at his watch. “I know. It’s late.” He smiled and laughed. “But we can sleep in.”

	Adam shook his head as he listened. A customer approached the bar, but Adam waived him off. “Sorry. The bar just closed.”

	Jerry hung up his phone. He glanced at Adam. “Any chance I can get one for the road?”

	Adam wished he could give him something entirely different. “Sorry. We’re closed.” He felt Jerry’s stare as he wiped the sink and counter.

	“What if it was Eve asking?” asked Jerry. “Would you give her a drink?”

	Adam opened his mouth but didn’t get the chance to respond because Eve walked up. “Did I hear my name?” she asked. She put her arm around Jerry, and he pulled her close.

	“Hi, baby,” he said. “You sang great tonight.” He nuzzled her neck. “But you always do.”

	Eve kissed him, and Adam fought the urge to tell her exactly what he thought of Jerry, but he bit his tongue. He couldn’t help but let his eyes wander though. She still wore her stage attire—a black satin dress that hugged her fantastic hourglass frame. The slit in her skirt exposed her long smooth thigh and the front was cut just as deep, revealing the ample cleavage of her perfect breasts. Her auburn hair was as voluptuous as her body, and it was pulled up tonight, revealing a long, curved neck framed by soft tendrils of hair left hanging. Adam didn’t think he’d ever seen a more perfect woman.

	“You gettin’ a good view?” asked Jerry.

	Adam felt his cheeks burn as Eve glanced at him. Despite his desire to get to know her, he’d found it difficult to speak in her presence. He doubted he was the first man who’d felt that way.

	“How was business tonight?” she asked Adam.

	He appreciated her intention to save him some embarrassment. “Great,” he said. “But it always is when you sing.”

	“Bar’s closed, honey,” Jerry said. “Our boy here won’t break the rules.” Jerry threw Adam an annoyed stare.

	“Good thing,” Eve said. “Benny doesn’t break the rules either. It’s how he trains the staff.” She ran a hand through Jerry’s hair. “I might have a secret stash in my dressing room.” She turned in his arms to face him. “If you’re good, I might invite you back there.”

	Jerry hugged her close. “About that…” Adam waited for the lie. “I better call it a night. I’ve got an early meeting tomorrow.”

	Eve pulled back. “Tomorrow is Saturday.”

	Adam tensed. He’d never liked Jerry. Not from the first moment he’d met him. Although they’d never been formerly introduced. 

	Eve was like a disco ball in a nightclub. Bits of light emitted from her that ignited the room in splashes of sparkling reflections. Benny always called her “Spark,” and Adam knew why. It was as if every man in a fifty foot radius was drawn to her like a gambler to money.

	“I know, hon,” said Jerry. “But we’ve got that huge convention coming up, and we’ve got to prepare.”

	Adam felt the bile rise in his throat. He stifled it. He was getting good at it.

	“How come you didn’t mention this before?” asked Eve. Adam picked up on her tension and looked away. He had to be careful not to reveal what he knew.

	But the tension only grew, and then he sensed eyes on him. He glanced back as he replaced a bottle of bourbon on a shelf. Eve was staring right at him.

	He felt her then, probing at him, and he closed up, intent on keeping her out, but he knew he’d only been partially successful.

	Eve’s stare returned to Jerry. “You’re lying to me.”

	Jerry dropped his hands and held them up. “Whoa. Wait a minute. What are you talking about?”

	“You don’t have a meeting, do you?”

	“Yes. I do.”

	“No, he doesn’t.” Adam almost dropped the wine he was holding. He had no idea why he’d just spoken.

	Jerry glared at him. “Mind your own business.”

	“Then maybe you should take your cell conversations outside.” He looked at Eve. “He’s meeting someone tonight.” He chuckled and glanced at Jerry. “Someone he’ll be ‘sleeping in’ with tomorrow.”

	Jerry stood. “You son-of-a bitch.” He faced Eve. “He’s lying.”

	Eve stood unfazed. “No, he’s not. You are.”

	Jerry’s mouth dropped. “Come on, honey. I’m telling you. I have a meeting.”

	Eve stepped away from the bar. “Goodbye, Jerry. Enjoy whoever she is.”

	Jerry threw out his hands. “There is no ‘she.’ I swear.”

	Eve put a hand on her hip. “Then ‘he.’ Which is fine, either way.”

	She turned to leave, but Jerry took her arm. “Come on, baby. What’s the big deal?” He smirked. “Were we really exclusive?”

	Eve didn’t move, and Adam anticipated her response, certain it would be worth the wait. “It’s not that, Jerry.”

	“Then what?”

	Eve shrugged out of his grasp. “You’re boring.”

	Jerry’s jaw dropped. “I’m what?”

	“And you don’t make me laugh.”

	Jerry stood there, mouth open, as Eve walked away. She opened a door marked Employees only and disappeared behind it.

	Jerry’s frame slouched, and Adam went back to cleaning the counter, mumbling to himself about intervening. After a few seconds, Jerry turned and looked at him. “Women,” was all he said, then he left the bar.

	Adam stopped wiping but held the dish towel in his hand. His heart was racing. What had just happened? He’d been trying his damnedest to keep his thoughts to himself, and up until then, he’d succeeded. But now, Eve had just read him with ease. Then he’d opened his mouth. He knew it was because he’d become emotional, which had made it harder for him, but now he realized his mistake. If he’d allowed her to read more than just what he knew about Jerry, then his whole cover could be blown. This mission would end in failure.

	Adam stared at the door through which Eve had just left. He sighed and moaned. Now he knew he had no choice. What happened tonight would either open the door to Eve and her secrets, or close it forever.

	 

	**

	 

	Eve felt the warm breeze ruffle her hair as she took a sip of her scotch. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and let it out, allowing herself to relax. The night was quiet, and all she could hear was the distant sound of cars from below. Benny’s Juke Joint sat in the middle of the city’s nightlife. And even though it was 3:30 a.m., people were still out. It was Saturday, and the night owls were going strong. Tuning out the distant noise, she felt the alcohol soothe her, and she looked up at the night sky. A few stars twinkled through the sparse clouds, and the moon was high in the sky.

	She shifted in the lounge chair. Benny had placed a couple of them out on the roof, and had told only Eve where the key was to access this area. It was a private spot where either of them could go to get away. Sitting there now, Eve thought of her father. Her eyes scanned the sky, and she wondered from which bright star he had come. Many years ago, when Eve was still a child, he’d pointed in a certain direction up at one of the constellations, and he’d told her he’d come from far away. At the time, she’d thought he was teasing, but she’d learned long after that he was not.

	It had been several years since she’d seen him. The last time had been when he’d arrived to help her and her siblings, Gillian and Royce, through their Shifts. It had been a difficult time for each of them, and just as they had begun to get their bearings, her father had left again. Eve recalled all that had happened since then. The changes they’d all experienced. The gifts they’d developed, and the tragedies they’d endured. She smiled, thinking of Gillian, recently married. The path had been hard for her sister, but Gillian seemed to have found the light at the end of the tunnel. 

	The road had not been so easy for her brother Royce. Eve took another swallow as she thought of him and grimaced. Reflecting on her brother made her heart hurt, so she turned her attention to something else.

	Her mind wandered back to Jerry, and then Adam, the new bartender. Her earlier encounter with the two men had surprised her. Not because of Jerry’s lie, but because of Adam’s revelation.

	Although Eve’s sister Gillian had inherited most of the intuitive gifts, Eve had some ability to sense dishonesty. She was still working on honing the skill that came naturally to her sister. She found it fascinating that those who lied with ease were harder to read. Eve could only assume they were so used to doing it that they didn’t give off the usual signals. She supposed that was the case with Jerry. Eve would have figured it out soon enough, but what took her by surprise was that she’d picked up on Adam’s signals far quicker than Jerry’s.

	Prickles on her skin made her tune in and reveal Adam’s distaste for the man, and then it didn’t take much after that to recognize he was angry. And a little more probing revealed why. Eve took another sip of her scotch. It wasn’t the end of her relationship with Jerry that had her out on the roof, enjoying a drink. Instead, it was the vibe of Adam. That little peek of insight made him feel entirely different to her. And when he’d closed up on her, she’d realized that he’d known she was reading him. A shooting star streaked the sky, and she shook her head. She knew there were humans who were gifted with advanced intuition and higher sensitivities, and she felt fairly certain that Adam was one of them.

	A door opened and closed behind her. Eve turned, expecting to see Benny, but raised an eyebrow when she saw the man she had been pondering instead. Adam stood outside the roof entrance with his hands in his pockets, and Eve admired his rugged appeal. He had sandy, almost blonde hair with a shadow of stubble on his jaw. His tall frame showcased his broad shoulders and narrow waist. Eve imagined a muscled chest and arms beneath his white shirt and black pants. He was not hard to look at, and Eve didn’t hide her appraisal.

	Adam approached the empty chair beside her. He looked like a nervous kid who was about to ask the prettiest girl in school for a date. “Hi,” was all he said.

	“Hi,” she answered. She noticed his own appraisal of her. Although she’d changed out of her black dress into jeans and a T-shirt, he looked at her as if she still wore the outfit.

	“How’d you find me?” she asked.

	“Benny told me I might find you up here.”

	She smiled. Benny was indeed playing matchmaker. He’d never allowed anyone else on the roof. “Ah,” she said. “I see.”

	“You want me to leave? I don’t want to interrupt.”

	She waved a hand. “No. Not at all.” She gestured at the seat beside her. “Sit.” She picked up the bottle of scotch that Benny had given her for her birthday. She kept it in her dressing room for occasions such as these. Pouring more in her glass, she said, “Want some?” She put the bottle down and held out the glass.

	Adam hesitated, but then walked slowly to the chair and sat. “What is it?”

	“Scotch. Have a sip.” He stared at the glass. “Sorry. It’s the only cup I have.” She leaned closer to him. “I promise. I don’t have any cooties.”

	He reached for the beverage and took it from her, his finger touching hers briefly. He sniffed at the drink and grimaced.

	“Go ahead,” she said. “It will put some hair on your chest.”

	His eyebrows furrowed, and he pulled at his shirt and looked below it. “Do I need more?”

	Eve grinned. “I don’t know. Do you?”

	The side of his mouth rose, and he lifted the glass and took a healthy sip. The reaction was immediate. His lips blanched, his jaw set, and he coughed. He held the glass at arm’s length. “God,” he sputtered, “what is that?” He choked again as his face turned red.

	Amused, Eve took the glass from him. “Only the best scotch you can buy. Smooth, isn’t it?” She took another swallow.

	“I think my guts are melting.” He cleared his throat and held his chest. “How do you drink that stuff?”

	“Very easily.” She cocked her head at him. “Scotch is for those with more discerning taste.” She narrowed eyes. “Don’t tell me. You’re a Tequila man. Am I right?”

	He managed to stop coughing long enough to answer. “Actually, I’m not much of a drinker.”

	“Really? A bartender?”

	He nodded. “I may know my drinks, but that doesn’t mean I indulge in them.”

	“AA?” she asked.

	He frowned. “AA?”

	“Yes. Are you a member?”

	He shook his head. “Of what?”

	“AA?” When it was clear he was confused, she added. “You know, Alcoholics Anonymous?”

	“Alcoholics…what? Who’s that?”

	She quirked up a brow. “Seriously?”

	For a moment, he looked stricken, but then his eyes widened. “Oh, you’re asking if I’m an alcoholic?” He smiled. “No. I’m not. Just don’t drink much. Maybe the occasional glass of wine. That’s all.”

	She wasn’t sure what to think. Maybe he wasn’t as smart as he was good looking. “Wine, huh?”

	His knee bounced. “Yes.”

	She studied him as he looked everywhere else but at her. “Were you looking for me?”

	He glanced over. “Huh?”

	“Benny never tells people about this place. Obviously you asked where I was.”

	“I did. Yes.”

	“So, here I am.”

	“Yes. There you are.” His knee kept bouncing.

	“Well?” She sat back in her chair and waited.

	“I guess I just wanted to apologize.”

	“For what?”

	“For tonight. For what happened with Jerry.”

	She shifted sideways. “Really? Why?”

	He finally glanced briefly at her. “I should have minded my own business.”

	“You wouldn’t have said anything if I hadn’t figured it out?”

	His mouth dropped open, but he didn’t speak.

	“You don’t really mean your apology, do you?”

	Then he did make eye contact with her. “I’m sorry you two broke up.”

	She smiled. “You’re a worse liar than he is.”

	He groaned. “Sorry. I guess I’m not explaining myself very well.”

	She took a sip of her drink. “No. You’re not.” She thought back to their earlier encounter. “How about I take a shot.” She sat straight, swiveled her legs to the side, and faced him. “I knew he was lying because I felt it from you. Before you said anything. And you’re wondering how I did that. Is that it?”

	He studied her, this time with no nervousness. “You get to the point, don’t you?”

	“It saves a lot of time.”

	“I suppose it does.”

	“Well,” she said, resting her elbows on her knees. “I could tell you that I just guessed, but then that would make us both liars. The fact is that I read people pretty easily. And when you’re in my business, and you look like this, and you deal with the people I deal with, you better learn to read between the lines, or you’re going to get screwed, literally and figuratively.”

	“And you could read me?”

	She nodded. “It wasn’t hard. Your body language said it all. It was obvious Jerry was hiding something and you knew it. You wanted to say it, but you held back. That’s hard for people to conceal. Their facial expressions and body postures automatically tense. The guessing part came in when it came to his so called ‘meeting,’ but it was the logical conclusion.” Her explanation was as close to the truth as she could offer, without sounding like a mental patient.

	“That’s amazing.”

	She sipped her scotch, and her body warmed from the alcohol. She was going to have to slow down if she expected to walk off this roof unassisted. But since she was up here with Adam, she couldn’t help but have some fun. She smiled seductively. “It’s one of my many talents.” 

	He didn’t look away. For a moment, the barrier dropped and Eve felt an intense heat bloom in her core, and she knew intuitively that he was feeling the same. Just as quickly though, the shield returned, and he swallowed. “I’ll think I’ll have another sip of that drink if you don’t mind.”

	She grinned and held the glass out to him. “I think I’m getting to you.”

	He took the scotch and drank some more. His face tightened, but his reaction was less volatile. “If you’re reading my body language, then you already know the answer.”

	Smiling, she sat back in her seat. “We drink much more and you might be reading me.” She glanced at him. “But not with your mind.” His blush made her laugh. “I like you Adam. You’re like the handsome football player who wants to run off with the sexy cheerleader but can’t figure out how to leave the game.” She leaned closer to him. “You want to go make out under the bleachers?”

	His knee bounced much faster. “I don’t see any bleachers.”

	She shrugged. “We can improvise.”

	He took another sip of her drink and handed it back to her. “Can’t.”

	Eve took the glass. “Why not?”

	He eyed her. “Like you said. Game’s not over. Coach will kill me.”

	Eve raised her drink. “Your loss.”

	His foot stopped bouncing, and he looked her way. “But believe me, after that last second ticks off the clock, and I’ve won the game, I may take you up on that offer.”

	Eve figured the alcohol was making him bolder. She eyed him back. “That’s assuming the offer still stands.” She leaned back and looked up at the stars. “I wait for no man.”

	She heard him chuckle. “No,” he said. “I can see that.” He paused. “But there’s an exception to every rule.”

	She giggled, and she knew she’d had too much to drink. She never giggled. “I think the scotch is helping you relax.”

	“It’s helping with a lot of things.”

	She giggled again and picked up the bottle. Sitting up, she said, “You’re right. It is.” She handed the scotch to him. “Which is probably why we should go.”

	Taking the bottle, Adam stared up at her as she stood. “Go?”

	“Yes,” she said. “It’s late.”

	“You mean early,” he said, standing with her. He looked at his watch. “It’s almost four o’clock.”

	“I need my beauty sleep.”

	“I think you’ve had plenty of that.” He blushed again.

	Eve liked his shyness. It was refreshing to see it in a man. “Walk me down the stairs?”

	“Sure.”

	They headed to the roof access. After walking back in, Adam ensured the door was locked and the key returned to its hiding place.  They took the stairs carefully and descended to the ground floor. The halls were quiet and dark as Eve headed back to her dressing room where she returned the half-full bottle of scotch.

	“You okay to get home?” asked Adam.

	Eve checked her reflection in the mirror. Her cheeks were flushed, and her lips were dry. She reapplied some lipstick and fluffed her hair. “Yes. I’m fine.” She turned from the mirror. “I’ll probably just walk. I don’t live far from here.”

	“Walk?” he asked. “At this hour?”

	“Sure. Why not? It’s a nice night.”

	“No way. We’ll share a cab.”

	She turned from the mirror. “What for? It’s Saturday. There are people out.”

	“Drunk and high people.”

	“My kind of people.”

	He shook his head. “The exact opposite of your kind of people.”

	“Really?” she asked. “And how do you know what kind of people I am?”

	The question seemed to take him off guard. His mouth opened, but he didn’t speak. She was about to say something when a loud crash traveled from down the hall. It sounded as if a piece of furniture had overturned. They both jumped at the noise.

	“What was that?” asked Adam. “I didn’t think anyone else was here.”

	“I don’t know.” Eve moved to the door of her dressing room. She edged it open and looked down the corridor. There was another adjacent dressing room that was dark and empty. The stage access was closed, as was the stairwell to the roof. The only other room was Benny’s office. The door was slightly ajar and a faint light emitted from the room.

	“Benny?” asked Eve. She walked into the hall, and Adam followed. Reaching the entrance, she pushed on the door. It swiveled open. She saw his cluttered desk but his file cabinet was overturned. Benny was lying on the floor.

	Eve gasped. “Benny. Oh my god.” She ran over to him. He was pale, and his eyes were closed. Eve patted his cheeks. “Benny. Can you hear me?”

	His eyelids fluttered. “Spark?” He spoke so quietly, Eve had to lean close.

	“Benny? What’s wrong? What happened?” She looked at Adam. “Call an ambulance.” Patting at Benny’s chest, she looked for injuries. Her heart thumped with fear. Benny wore a dark jacket, and she stopped when she felt something warm and sticky. Her fingers turned red. Pushing the jacket back, she saw the red spreading over his shirt. “Oh god. No.” Her fingers trembled.

	“Spark,” he said. “It’s…” His lips were white.

	“Shh, Benny. Don’t talk. We’re getting you some help.” She took his hand and he squeezed it gently.

	Benny whispered. “It’s all for you, kid.”

	“Benny, please…”

	“I love you like my own.”

	Tears welled up and spilled over her lashes. She grasped his hand tightly. “I love you too.” His eyes closed, and his straining eased. “Benny. Don’t.” A tear dropped on his shirt. “Please stay with me.” But as soon as she said it, she felt his life force ebb, then fade completely. His eyes parted slightly, and he released one last breath, and Eve knew he was gone.

	“No!” She tugged on his jacket. “No. Don’t go.” Her stomach flipped, and she shook her head. The tears fell fast. “Benny?” She rubbed his cheek.

	“Eve.”

	She barely heard Adam. Everything seemed to spin around her. What had happened? Why was Benny bleeding? Why hadn’t Adam called for help?”

	She whirled on him. “Get some help, damn it.” She wiped at her face. “Why are just standing there?”

	“Eve…”

	Eve wiped her bloody hand on her jeans. “Adam…please…”

	“He can’t help you Eve.”

	The words came from nowhere. Eve fought to focus. She recognized the voice. It was then that she noticed the man in the corner of the room. In her haste to get to Benny, she’d never seen him. She blinked, trying to clear her head and get a good look at him. He stepped out of the shadows, and Eve sucked in a breath. “Vince.”

	“Hey, babe,” he said. “Long time, no see.” He raised a hand and waved, and Eve froze when she saw the gun.

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	Up until then, Adam had been pleased with his progress. He’d found work at Benny’s, met Eve, and had finally engaged with her. His preparations had paid off since she appeared to accept him as the easy-to-read, shy bartender. The movies and TV shows Tez had told him to watch must have helped, but he hoped it would be enough. Not knowing about the group of alcoholics Eve had mentioned was the kind of blunder he needed to avoid. 

	As a Gray-Line, he didn’t have the advanced skills of Red-Lines. He couldn’t move objects with his mind, read thoughts, cloak himself, or heal anyone, but he was highly intuitive, sensitive, and skilled in energy manipulation. All Gray-Lines were, but to varying degrees. And his were exceptional. He and Tez were both gifted Grays. Adam could read a situation and determine the best approach within minutes. And handling Eve was no different. The moment he’d met her, he’d known she was special. This was not a woman you took for granted. And since her father was a powerful Red-Line, Adam knew her gifts would be formidable. He wondered if she even knew what she could do. Most Red-Lines, once their Shift ended, cultivated and developed their talents, which grew over time. But on Earth, Eve and her siblings had only each other to rely on for guidance. He knew from speaking with her that she was sensitive and intuitive, but what her specific abilities were, he wasn’t sure. Because of that, he’d trained himself to hide his thoughts and emotions, otherwise this gig would have been over before pouring his first drink. 

	Walking into Benny’s office, he’d been wondering how far this evening could go, when everything took a dramatic turn.

	Benny was lying on the ground, and Eve had rushed to his side. Adam could do nothing. The moment he’d turned to find the phone was when he’d seen the man in the corner, holding the gun. The man had shaken his head at him. All he could do was watch the scene unfold.

	“What are you doing here, Vince?” asked Eve. She’d frozen momentarily when she’d seen the weapon and wiped her bloody fingers on her pants.

	Vince smiled. “You look just as good as ever.” He looked her over. “Mm…Mm…Mm. God. Why’d we ever break up?”

	Eve slowly stood. “I left you. You were an asshole.”

	Adam swallowed, and Vince’s expression didn’t change. “You haven’t changed a bit.”

	Tears ran down her face. “Benny. What happened to Benny?”

	Vince’s face hardened. “The old man wouldn’t listen to reason. I had my associates talk to him, but he was a stubborn bastard.” He pointed the gun at the dead man, his father. “He should have done what I asked.” His jaw set. But then Vince stopped staring and looked at Eve. “It wasn’t personal, sweetheart. Just business.”

	“He was your dad,” she yelled. Another tear trickled down her cheek. “And I loved him. Didn’t you?”

	Vince walked up to her, the gun pointing at the floor. Eve didn’t move. “That man never gave a shit about me. You think he loved you back?”

	“He did.”

	“Then he fooled you too.”

	“He loved you, Vince. You were just too stupid to know it.”

	Vince grabbed her by the face, and Eve winced. Adam took a step, but Vince held the gun to Eve’s side. “Step back pretty boy,” said Vince, looking at Adam. “This ain’t none of your concern.”

	Adam’s mind rushed. How were they going to get out of this situation without one of them being hurt or killed? If he could get close enough to Vince, he could hit him with a heat flare. That might immobilize him long enough for him and Eve to get out of there. But Vince was too cautious for that.

	“Don’t tell me what I know, Eve,” said Vince, squeezing Eve’s jaw. “I grew up with him. You’ve known him, what, three years? He may have liked watching you walk away, but he never loved anyone. The only thing he loved was himself.” He let go of her face.

	“He loved your mother,” she said. “And he was kind to me. He gave me this job. And we talked all the time. He knew my faults, and I knew his, but he was a good and kind man.”

	“Well, yippee. Let’s throw a party.”

	Adam debated jumping in while Vince was distracted, but another man walked into the room. He was the opposite of Vince. Where Vince was tall and soft, with a round face, this man was small and hard, and his face looked like it was cut from a tree trunk.

	“Vinny?” he said, looking around the room.

	Vinny held his stare with Eve. “What Saul?”

	“Car’s out front.” His eyes shifted between Adam and Eve. “What do you want to do?”

	A few seconds of silence passed. Adam caught a glance from Eve and wondered what would happen if he opened up his thoughts to her. Would she be able to read him?

	“What’s your name?” asked Vince, looking at Adam. “Adam? Is that what she called you?” He chuckled and stepped back from Eve. “You gotta be kidding me. Adam and Eve?” He stood next to Saul and elbowed the small man. “You believe that, Saul?”

	“No,” said Saul. The man did not look like conversation was his strong suit.

	“That’s funny,” said Vince. “Don’t you think that’s funny?”

	“No,” said Saul.

	“Shit. You’re always so damn serious.”

	Saul looked at Eve and then Adam. “We can’t leave them here.”

	Adam caught Eve’s eye. He didn’t know if she was reading him, but he was reading her. Her mind was working as fast as his.

	“I know we can’t,” said Vince. “Hell. What a mess.”

	“Vince,” said Eve. “You can’t possibly kill us too.”

	Vince grinned. “I can do whatever I want, babe.” He nudged Saul. “You thinking what I’m thinking?”

	Saul glanced at Benny’s remains. “Sure.” He pointed at Benny. “He’s sleeping with the help. They have an argument. She shoots him. Her jealous lover interrupts, sees it, and she shoots him too. Then she turns the gun on herself.”

	Adam’s stomach flipped.

	“Vince, no,” said Eve. “That story will never work. Nobody will believe it.”

	“Sure they will.” Vince pulled out a cloth from his pocket and wiped down his gun. “We’ll make it look convincing. Plus the drugs they’ll find in your system will help, along with the alcohol.” He smiled. “You two been drinking tonight?”

	Eve’s face paled. Adam tried to think. If they were going to do something, they were going to have to do it fast.

	“Sorry, pretty boy,” said Vince, holding the gun on Adam. “Like I said, nothing personal.”

	“Louis Armstrong,” said Eve.

	Both men paused. Adam kept an eye on the gun.

	“Excuse me?” asked Vince. “Louis who?”

	“The musician, you idiot,” said Saul. “What about him?” he asked Eve.

	“Louis Armstrong,” she said, more loudly.

	“You goin’ stupid, babe?” asked Vince. He waved the gun. “Last I heard, he was dead, just like you’re about to be.”

	The gun swiveled back toward Adam just as a black shadow emerged from above with a screech. It launched itself at Vince. Adam watched in shock as it locked onto Vince’s face. Vince shrieked and fell back against Saul. What felt like slow motion to Adam took mere microseconds as the black shadow shrieked again and swiped at the big man’s cheeks. Vince flailed, trying to get it off. 

	Adam made himself move at the same time as Eve. He drove himself into the smaller man, knocking him backwards into a set of shelves. The shelves collapsed, and books and magazines rained down. Saul struggled, trying to right himself, but Adam placed both palms against him and sent a powerful surge of heat through them. Saul stilled, made a muffled grunt, and froze, unable to move. Adam took the opportunity to rise up and slug the man hard across the jaw. Saul slumped against the floor, unconscious.

	Reeling, Adam gained his footing and stood. He caught sight of Eve standing over Vince, holding a baseball bat. The big man’s head sported a large gash, and he lay unmoving on the floor, his face bleeding from numerous cuts.

	Something moved across the floor, and Adam jumped. His heart was racing so fast, he was surprised he hadn’t had a heart attack. He calmed when he saw it was a cat. The animal jumped up on the couch and, to Adam’s surprise, started purring.

	Eve dropped the baseball bat. She was breathing hard, and her face was white. She looked around the room.

	Adam struggled to make his voice work. “Where’d you get the bat?”

	Eve’s jaw moved as if she also struggled to speak. “The door,” she said breathlessly. “Benny kept it behind the door.”

	Adam nodded.

	After a few seconds of collecting themselves, Eve walked over to the cat and patted its head. “Good job, Louis.” Her fingers shook.

	Adam stepped closer to look at the animal, which was now licking its fur. “Louis?” he asked. “Louis Armstrong, I take it?”

	“Yes. Benny’s cat.”

	Adam starred in surprise. They’d been saved by Benny’s cat? He found that hard to believe. He raised a brow at Eve. She’d called the cat and he’d come. Something clicked, and Adam knew what had occurred. Some Red-Lines could communicate with animals, and now he realized Eve was one of them.

	Eve seemed to shake off her shock. She picked up the cat. “Come on. We have to get out of here.” 

	“Out of here?” he asked. “Shouldn’t we call the police?” He followed her out of the office and picked up his pace when he heard a moan from one of the men. He didn’t look back to see which one.

	“We will. But not from here.” She raced into her dressing room and grabbed her purse. “If I know Vince, there could be others. We have to leave.” She raced out the back door into the alley with Adam close behind as they walked toward the street. Eve stopped at the corner and peered around the brick wall.

	“You see anything?” asked Adam. It was still dark outside, but it would be dawn soon. The streets were quiet now as most of the weekend night owls were on their way home.

	Eve turned back. “There’s a car out front. Black. There’s a driver, staring at himself in the rear-view mirror.” She pulled on Adam’s arm. “Come on.”

	“Where are we going?”

	“Shh,” she said. “Be quiet.”

	She jogged down the alley, holding the cat and her purse. Adam stayed close behind. At the other end of the street they crossed over, passing dumpsters and trash, and emerged onto another street that ran parallel to the road they were avoiding.

	Eve stepped out and raised a hand, whistling. Adam looked to see a cab parked across the road in front of a small hotel. Its engine fired up, and a few seconds later, it pulled up to the curb in front of them.

	“How’d you do that?” asked Adam. Finding a cab at four o’clock in the morning while holding a cat would have been a long shot at best in Adam’s mind, but apparently Eve made it easy.

	Eve didn’t answer though as she pulled the door open and got in. Adam slid in next to her. Louis didn’t seem fazed. He sat in her lap and licked his hindquarters.

	The cabbie looked back. “You’re out late tonight, Eve.”

	“Hey, Charlie,” she said. “So are you.”

	“Ah. Supposed to pick up some drunk businessman an hour ago. He never showed. I was about to call it a night.”

	“I’m glad you didn’t.”

	“Back to the apartment?” asked Charlie.

	“Yes. Thanks.”

	Eve glanced at Adam. “Charlie here has driven me home a few times.”

	“I guessed that.” He made eye contact with the driver through the rear-view mirror. The man winked at him. He could only assume that he was not the first man to go home with Eve in Charlie’s cab. He spoke low and pulled out his cell phone. “Don’t you think we should call the police?”

	Eve pushed his phone down. “Not yet.”

	“Why not?”

	“You two been out on the town tonight?” asked Charlie.

	“You could say that,” said Adam.

	“Because,” said Eve, almost whispering. “Once we do that, we open a very big can of worms. And we can’t go back.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“How are the wife and kids, Charlie?” asked Eve. “Everyone okay?”

	“Just great. Little Nora’s getting bigger every day.”

	“That’s great.”

	“Eve?” asked Adam.

	“As soon as we make that phone call, all hell breaks loose.”

	“I think that’s already happened,” said Adam. “How much worse can this get?”

	“Keep your voice down.”

	Adam looked forward again and knew Charlie was listening. He tapped at his phone. “How far is your place?”

	“Not far. Just another block.”

	“Then can we call?”

	“Once we get inside.”

	“Don’t you think they’ll come looking for us? Your place is the where they’ll come first.”

	“That’s why we have to move fast.”

	“Eve…”

	“Just trust me.”

	Adam sat back, frustrated. This was not a situation for which he had planned. All he’d wanted was to find Eve’s brother, but instead he was running for his life. Tez was waiting for answers, but now Adam wondered how long his friend would wait if Adam never returned.

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	 

	Eve raced up the stairs to her second floor apartment. She handed Louis to Adam and dug for the keys in her purse. Unlocking the door, she hurried inside, and threw her purse on the small dining table cluttered with unopened mail. She glanced at the pile of dishes in the sink and the newspapers on the coffee table. There would be no point in cleaning now.

	“Eve, what is the plan here?” asked Adam, releasing the cat to the floor.

	“I need to get a few things.” She headed into her room, grabbed a small suitcase, and started throwing clothes and toiletries into it.

	“What are you doing?” asked Adam. He stood at the open doorway.

	“Listen,” she said. “The moment we make that phone call is the moment everything changes. The police will want to talk to us, get our statements, go down to the station.” She opened a drawer and grabbed a couple of bras. “But what happened tonight was not just about a son killing his father.” She felt a lump rise in her throat, thinking of Benny, but she pushed it back. “This was a mob hit.”

	“A what?”

	She grabbed her toothbrush and toothpaste and put them in a small bag. “A mob hit.” She added some cosmetics to the bag and closed it. “You know? Like The Godfather?”

	“Oh, yeah,” said Adam. “The Godfather.” His tone sounded reflective, and Eve glanced at him. “I saw that one,” he said and his face turned serious. “Are you kidding me?”

	“No. I am not kidding you.” She threw the small bag into her suitcase. “They’ll want to take us into protective custody. We’ll be expected to testify against Vince and his goon.”

	Adam raised a palm. “Wait a minute. The police will want to hide us?”

	“Yes. That’s what protective custody is.” She shook her head. “Honestly. Where are you from? Some remote farm? Are you Amish or something?” She snapped the suitcase shut.

	“No,” he said. “Not Amish, but definitely remote.”

	“Come on.” She grabbed the suitcase and walked into the living room.

	“Where are we going?” asked Adam. “Are we calling the police or not?”

	She turned and faced him. “This is my plan. We call and tell them, but anonymously. We tell them who did it, but then we disappear. You go one way, I’ll go the other.”

	“What?” He looked like she’d asked him to jump off Benny’s roof. “That’s crazy.”

	“It is. I don’t like it either, but I don’t think we have a choice. Vince will come looking for us. If he’s mixed up in the mob, and I think his friend Saul was confirmation of that, then we have to get lost. I don’t trust the police either. The mob has connections everywhere.”

	“What about your job? Your home?”

	“I’m a lounge singer at a bar whose owner was just murdered. I think my job security just took a radical nose dive. So did yours.”

	“Where will we go?”

	She pointed at him. “You will go back to your farm, or wherever you came from. I will go…somewhere. I haven’t figured that part out yet.”

	His jaw dropped. “You mean we’re splitting up?”

	Eve squinted. “This isn’t a movie, Adam. We are not two misfits on the run who end up stuck together in some far away location and fall in love and get the bad guys. This is real life, and we are in trouble.”

	“I kind of prefer the whole movie scenario.”

	“So does Steven Spielberg, but he’s not here at the moment.”

	A knock on the door made them both freeze. Eve held her breath. Had Vince and his men already arrived? A high pitched voice sounded from behind the door. “Eve, is that you?”

	Eve released her held breath. She walked over, peered through the peephole, and unlocked the door.

	“What are you doing?” asked Adam.

	“Hi, Dixie,” said Eve, opening the door. She eyed her neighbor, who stood six feet, wearing heavy make-up. Her blonde wig dusted her shoulders, and she placed a hand with bedazzled fingernails on her hip. The pink feathers on her pink robe fluttered.

	“Evie, where have you been?” she asked. “Fred and Ginger have been waiting for you.” She eyed Adam and raised an eyebrow. “I see,” she said. “And who is this handsome fellow?”

	Eve glanced back at Adam. “Just a friend.” She pointed. “Grab my suitcase.” She found her purse and picked up Louis. “Come on.”

	“Where are we going?” he asked.

	“Next door.”

	“Next door?” said Dixie. “Oh, honey. At this hour?” She bustled to the side as Eve walked past. “You’re lucky I don’t have a gentleman caller.”

	“Sorry, Dixie. We’re in a bit of a bind. We need to go to your place.” She closed the door to her apartment and locked it after Adam walked out.

	“You have a cat now too?” asked Dixie. “Since when?”

	“It’s Benny’s cat. His name is Louis.”

	“You and animals,” Dixie sighed. “I hope you don’t mind my mess.” Adam followed them into Dixie’s apartment, which looked far different from Eve’s. It was much cleaner. A leopard spotted couch and matching chairs were in the living area and the bright yellow paint showcased a variety of photographs on the walls, each one of Dixie in a variety of outfits and hairstyles, usually standing with a celebrity. The mantel sported two lit candles, and the room smelled like fresh flowers.

	Barking sounded the moment they walked in, and two small black and white dogs with wiry hair ran into the room. Louis sprang to the ground, and Eve stooped to greet her pets. They bounced up and down, eager to be held. Louis ignored them and sauntered into another room.

	“Hey, Ginger. Hi, Fred.” Eve petted and gave them the attention they demanded. “How were they Dixie? Did they behave?”

	“Little Fred peed on my shoe. I don’t think he likes my blue pumps.”

	“Oh. I’m sorry, Dix. I’ll pay for new ones.”

	“That’s okay, hon. I don’t like them either.”

	Eve stood once the dogs had settled down. She saw Adam perusing the photos on the wall and Dixie perusing Adam.

	“Friend, huh?” her neighbor asked. She crossed her arms and her nails reflected the light.

	“Yes,” said Eve. “This is Adam. He’s a bartender at Benny’s. Adam, this is my neighbor and friend, Dixie Royal.”

	Dixie raised an eyebrow. “Adam and Eve?” She cocked her head at Adam. “She offered you the forbidden apple yet, sugar?”

	Adam’s brow furrowed. “The what?” He picked up a snow globe on a shelf and shook it. White flakes fluttered over a cityscape.

	Dixie paused. “Oh, dear,” she said, looking at Eve. “He’s slow, isn’t he?” She glanced back at Adam. “Good thing you’re cute, honey.”

	Adam’s face dropped.

	“You like my gift?” asked Dixie. Adam shook the globe again. “My new suitor gave it to me. We’ve only just met and he’s already giving me gifts.” She lowered her voice. “I think he likes me, but don’t they all?” She winked.

	“We need your help, Dix.”

	“Of course, honey. What is it?” She scratched at her head and scrunched her face. “You don’t mind, do you?” She reached up and pulled off her wig, revealing short, dark hair beneath. “I threw this on, but it’s making my head itch.” She scratched her scalp. Eve watched Adam and almost chuckled at his reaction.

	Dixie saw it too. “Oh, my,” she said. “He is sheltered, isn’t he?” She stepped closer to Adam, who couldn’t stop looking at Dixie.

	Dixie put a hand on her hip. “Poor thing. I’ve seen that look before, but not in a long time.” She reached out and touched his shoulder. “Let me help you. Yes, I am a man,” she rolled her eyes, “but I identify as a woman. Have since I was thirteen years old. I sing and entertain at the Blue Parrot Lounge. I’m sort of a big name there. I’ve met lots of famous people.” She leaned closer and spoke low. “And slept with several of them too.” She winked and fiddled with the wig in her hand. “I wear wigs to change up my look.” She touched her dark hair. “Natural gets so boring.” She glanced back at Eve. “Except for Evie, here. She always looks gorgeous.”

	Eve smiled. “Thanks, Dix.” She glanced at the clock. “Sorry to rush you, but we don’t have a lot of time here. I have a big favor to ask.”

	Adam didn’t move. Dixie poked his arm a couple of times. “I think I may have broken him.” She put the wig back on and adjusted it. “There, sugar. Does that help?”

	Adam finally shook his head. “Sorry. I just…I wasn’t…you just took me by surprise.”

	Dixie smiled. “I take ‘em all by surprise, sweetheart.”

	“Dixie…” said Eve.

	“Sorry, hon,” she turned from Adam. “How can I help?”

	“Benny, he,” she swallowed. “We…um…Adam and I saw…” She cleared her throat.

	“Benny was murdered tonight at the bar by his son Vince,” said Adam. “Eve and I walked in on it, and now we think the killers are coming after us.”

	Dixie looked between the two of them, wide eyed. Her face relaxed, and she smiled. “Did Leonardo put you two up to this? That bitch. He’s been trying to get back at me…”

	“Dixie…” Eve shook her head. Her eyes welled up. She hated getting emotional. “It’s true.”

	Dixie’s jaw dropped. “No. Benny’s dead?”

	Eve nodded. “Yes. And Vince is looking for us. It’s only a matter of time before he comes here.”

	“Vince? Benny’s son? Is he the one you dated for a while? The idiot?”

	Eve nodded.

	“Oh, honey. Come here.” Dixie walked over and wrapped her arms around Eve. Eve brushed feathers out of her face but accepted the hug. She wiped away a tear.

	“I’m okay.”

	“The hell you are. I know how close you were to him.” Dixie’s voice sounded shaky.

	Eve pulled back and saw Dixie’s own tears. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

	Dixie wiped her eyes. Mascara blotted her cheek. “I’m fine, honey.”

	Eve squeezed Dixie’s wrist in comfort. She saw Adam staring. “Dixie lost her father a month ago,” she explained. “It’s been hard for her.”

	Dixie sniffed. “Never mind me. We have to worry about you.” She found a tissue and wiped her eyes. “What do you want me to do?”

	“I’m going to call the cops and tell them what happened. But anonymously. Then we have to get out of here.”

	“But if you call, they’ll have your cell number.”

	“Hell,” Eve thought about it. “I’ll use the phone outside the drug store. They still have a phone booth.”

	“You should call Tony.”

	“No,” said Eve, shaking her head. “Not Tony.”

	“Why not, sugar?”

	“I don’t want him involved.”

	“Evie, he’s a good man. You can trust him.”

	“No, Dix. It took us a long time to sort things out between us. And we’ve finally managed to go our separate ways. Plus, this could be dangerous for him.”

	“Sugar, he’s a policeman. That’s his job.”

	“Who’s Tony?” asked Adam.

	“He lives in the building. He and Eve dated after he moved in. It was serious.”

	Eve grunted. “No, it wasn’t.”

	Dixie threw out her hands and the pink feathers fluttered. “He wanted to marry you.”

	“They all say that.”

	“Not in my experience, honey.”

	“Or mine,” said Adam. “If he’s a cop and you trust him, why not call him?”

	“Because I know him. He’ll make this personal. And that could get him killed.”

	“Evie, honey…”

	“No, Dixie. No Tony.” She glanced at Adam. “We’ll stop at the drugstore and call.”

	“I can do it,” said Dixie. She put a hand on her chest. “I’ll make the call.”

	Eve studied her. “You sure? The police? Not Tony?”

	She raised a hand. “I will not call Tony. I promise.” Her eyes softened. “But what about you? Your place? Your dogs?” Dixie shook her head. “Where will you go? How long will you be gone?” Eve didn’t answer, and Dixie’s face froze. “You’re not leaving for good, are you?”

	“We have no choice. I think Vince is mixed up with the mob. They’ll be looking for us. We know what he did.”

	“But…but…” Her eyes shined in the light.

	“I know. I know.” Eve hugged her friend. “I’ll be in touch though. As soon as I figure out where I’m headed, I’ll contact you. I’ll make arrangements for the animals. I promise. We’ll see each other again.”

	Dixie sniffed. “First dad, and now you. Oh, sugar. This is hard to take.”

	“I’m sorry.” Eve searched for her own tissue and dabbed her eyes. “Do you mind looking after Fred, Ginger, and Louis? I promise I’ll come pick them up as soon as I can.”

	Dixie nodded. “Sure.” She wiped away a tear. Her mascara was running down her face.

	“Please don’t cry,” said Eve.

	“Once I call, you can’t come around here. It will be too dangerous.”

	Eve sniffed. “The heat will die down after a while.”

	“Will it?” asked Adam.

	Eve glanced at him. He was standing with his hands in his pockets, looking like he’d just stepped off a plane, but no one was there to greet him. “Yes. It will.” She shifted her eyes toward Dixie.

	He seemed to get the message and nodded. “Maybe it will. They’ll get bored chasing us after a while.”

	“Exactly,” said Eve. “But it’s important that you say nothing about us, Dixie. They may come here looking.”

	Dixie cleared her throat and appeared to collect herself. “Does Vince know where you live?”

	“No. I don’t think so. But he’ll find me soon enough. And if he comes here…”

	“I don’t know a thing, sugar,” said Dixie. “He’ll just think I’m some crazy drag queen in high heels whose apartment smells like cat pee. He won’t hang around long.”

	“Maybe we shouldn’t call the police,” said Adam.

	“What?” asked Eve.

	“Don’t call them. Don’t put the heat on Vince. Maybe that will help him to back off.”

	“No.” Eve shook her head. “I have to tell them what happened to Benny.”

	“What will it matter?” asked Adam. “Without us to testify, they can’t prove anything.”

	Eve hesitated. “You don’t know that. Maybe somebody else will talk. Maybe the police know something we don’t.”

	“You said yourself,” said Adam. “You don’t trust the police.”

	“I have to say something,” said Eve. “I owe Benny that much. And, if there are no other options, I’ll come forward and testify.”

	Adam sighed. “You’d never make it to the witness stand.”

	Eve knew that was true. Could she risk her life for a dead man? If something happened to her, her family would be devastated. “I can’t think about that right now. All I know is that we need to leave, find a place to hide for a while, and then figure out what to do next.”

	“We should stick together.”

	“Why? It’s better if we separated.”

	He stepped away from the wall. “Because we’re in this together. We have nowhere else to go. We can rely on each other until we decide what to do.”

	“He’s right, sugar,” said Dixie. “I don’t want you to be alone. You need to look out for one another.”

	Eve tensed. “I don’t need any help.”

	“Yes, you do,” said Adam. “We both do.” He pulled out a wallet. “How much money have you got?” he asked, counting his bills. “I have a hundred and twenty bucks. What do you have?”

	Eve paused. “Maybe twenty dollars. I don’t carry much cash.”

	“I have some,” said Dixie. She reached for a purse and pulled out some bills. “Here. It’s my emergency stash. It’s three hundred dollars.”

	Eve pushed it back. “Dixie. I can’t take that.”

	“Shut up, hon. Yes, you can. If this isn’t an emergency, I don’t know what is.” She held out the money to Eve.

	Eve took it and squeezed Dixie’s fingers. “I’ll pay you back. I promise.”

	Dixie nodded. “Just come home. That’s all I want.”

	“I know.” She felt the tears well up again. “I promise as soon as…”

	A knock sounded at the door. Eve went quiet.

	The knock sounded again. Then a deep voice responded. “Anybody home?”

	Eve froze. It was Vince.

	 

	 


Chapter Six

	 

	 

	“Get in the bedroom,” whispered Dixie. “Hurry.”

	Eve picked up her suitcase, grabbed her purse, and Adam followed her into the bedroom. The dogs trotted behind them. The first thing Adam saw was a large four poster bed covered by a zebra patterned bed spread. Silky pink fabric edged in feathers adorned the lamp shades and lacy undergarments hung from the bathroom door.

	They moved to the closet, but when Eve opened it, it was stuffed with clothes. “Oh, honey,” said Dixie in a whisper, “I couldn’t put a handkerchief in there.” She guided them back in the corner of the room. “Just stay here. There’s no point in hiding. If they search, they’d find you.” 

	Adam eyed the window and staircase beyond. “What about there?”

	Dixie shook her head. “Not enough time. That window is stuck shut, and it would make too much noise besides.” She studied herself in the mirror situated over a vanity table covered with jars and bottles of all shapes and sizes. Eying herself, she dabbed at her runny mascara, patted on some powder, and poked at her wig. “Just let me handle this.”

	The knock came again. “Maybe you shouldn’t answer it,” said Adam.

	“I have to. They probably heard talking.” She turned, her face looking fresh again. “Keep your ears peeled, in case I need you.”

	“What?” asked Adam. “Keep my ears what?”

	“Just stay alert,” said Eve.

	Dixie left the room but left the door cracked. Eve and Adam waited. Adam could see Dixie flip on the television, but she kept the volume low.

	Dixie’s voice carried. “Well, hello gentlemen. To what do I owe this unexpected early morning visit?”

	There was a pause. Adam could picture the man at the door eyeing Dixie. Then a man’s voice. “Sorry to bother you, but we’re looking for your neighbor.” It was Vince.

	“My neighbor?”

	“Yes. She lives in apartment two-ten. Have you seen her?”

	“That bitch?” They heard Dixie laugh. “If you see her, tell her she owes me three hundred bucks.”

	“Excuse me?”

	“She owes me money, sugar. I’m quite sure she’s avoiding me.”

	“So you know her?”

	Eve stilled, and Adam felt her worry. “Just relax,” he whispered.

	Her eyes widened. “The cat,” she said. “Where’s Louis?”

	Fred and Ginger were laying quietly at Eve’s feet, but Louis wasn’t around. Adam’s heart thudded. “If he walks through the room…”

	“I know.” She went quiet and closed her eyes.

	Dixie spoke. “If you’re looking for her, you might check with any of the men around here.” Adam heard her scoff. “She doesn’t sleep alone often, sugar, if you get what I mean.”

	Adam heard another deep voice. It was the goon he’d knocked into the shelves. “Do you know when she’ll be back?”

	Dixie chuckled. “Certainly not. She’s up at crazy hours, keeps to herself, and dates idiots.” Dixie’s voice lowered. “I’m sure you gentleman would never date a woman like that. Would you?”

	Adam almost smiled. He saw Eve open her eyes as Louis walked into the bedroom. He breathed a sigh of relief.

	“Pardon me,” said Vince, “but we thought we heard voices through the door. Are you alone?”

	Adam held his breath again. He glanced at Eve, who looked just as tense.

	“You may have heard the TV,” said Dixie. “Or…”

	“Or what?” asked the other man.

	“Well, gentlemen, I do have a suitor. My neighbor is not the only one who entertains gentlemen callers.” There was a pause. “Perhaps you heard us?”

	“Where is he?”

	“You two seem awfully nosy, but he’s in the bedroom.” Another pause. “Eagerly awaiting my return.”

	Eve nudged Adam, who grunted. “Say something,” she said.

	“What?” he asked.

	“You sure about that?” asked the voice from the other room.

	“I should know,” said Dixie. “He’s been here all night.” Her voice rose. “Right, honey?”

	Eve nudged Adam again.

	Adam’s brain fought the urge to go blank, but he deepened his voice and answered. “Hey, baby. The sheets are gettin’ cold. Either tell ‘em to join us or get lost and get your pretty ass back here.”

	The room was quiet, and Adam didn’t breathe. Eve looked pale in the dark room.

	“You heard him,” said Dixie. Her voice turned low. “You two care to join us?”

	Adam could imagine her staring at the two men the way she’d stared at him, looking them up and down, her eyes suggesting much more than conversation.

	He heard a throat clear. “That’s fine. You mind calling us though, if you see her? Here’s a card.”

	“Sure, honey. You gonna give me my three hundred bucks if I do?”

	“How about this?” asked Vince. “I’ll give you five hundred if we find her. Deal?”

	“Oh, sugar. You sure you don’t want to join me and my friend? We could have some fun.”

	“I’ll pass, thanks.”

	“Your loss.”

	“Just call us if you see her.”

	“I will. Good morning.”

	“Right.”

	The door closed, and Adam let go of his breath. He and Eve stayed put until the bedroom door swung open and Dixie walked in. “You two okay?”

	“Dixie, you’re amazing,” said Eve.

	“Me? That was nothing. You, however,” she pinched Adam’s arm, “surprised me.” She fanned her face. “Got me all hot and bothered.”

	Adam felt his own face flush. “I had no idea what to say.”

	“Well, you figured it out, sugar. It was perfect.”

	“We have to go,” said Eve. “I’m so sorry I got you mixed up in this.”

	“Don’t worry about me, sweetie. This is the most fun I’ve had since last Saturday night.” She stared off. “And that was a hell of a Saturday.”

	Eve started to leave the room. “Oh, honey. Not that way,” said Dixie. “They’ll be watching. Take the fire escape.” She pointed toward the bedroom window. “That will take you to the alley. Then you can find a place to…” Her eyes widened. “Wait a minute.” She hurried to her nightstand and opened a drawer. “What am I thinking?” She pulled out a card. “Here, take this. Mike can help. He owns a motel on the east side. Tell him I sent you. He’ll give you a cheaper rate. He owes me. You two can stay there a few days until you figure out what’s next.”

	“You’re sure?” asked Eve. She took the card. “You can trust him?”

	“Don’t give him your real names, but he’ll take cash and won’t ask any questions.”

	“Okay,” said Eve. “Thanks, Dix.” Her eyes watered.

	“Oh, honey. Don’t do that,” said Dixie, fanning her face. “You’ll make my mascara run again.”

	The two hugged warmly. “You’ll call the cops after we leave?” asked Eve. She pulled back from the hug. “Tell them you know Benny was murdered by his son Vince at the bar. Tell them to go check on Benny.”

	Dixie nodded and dabbed her eyes. Despite her efforts, her mascara was running again. “I will, sweetheart. I’ll go down to the corner store and contact them.”

	“You can’t leave now,” said Adam. “If they’re watching…”

	Dixie tipped her head. “You’re so cute,” said Dixie. “Worrying about me.” She fluffed the feathers on her robe. “No. I’ll change first. Then I’ll go. I’ll look just as butch as the two of them. They’ll have no idea it’s me. It’s almost too fun. Being in disguise. It’s almost like La Cage aux Folles.”

	“La what?” asked Adam.

	“Oh sweetie, never mind. I’m so glad you’re pretty.” She leaned in. “Now give me a hug.”

	Adam stepped close, and Dixie wrapped her arms around him and squeezed. “You take care of my girl, okay?” She said into his ear. “I’m counting on you. She’s my best friend.”

	Adam nodded. “I will.”

	Dixie pulled back, dabbed her eyes, and pulled the curtains back. “You ready?”

	Eve unlocked the window and after several hard shoves, it opened with a loud creak. She stepped out. “I’ll be in touch.”

	“You just keep yourself safe. That’s all I want.”

	“Thanks, Dixie,” said Adam.

	She narrowed her eyes. “You remember what I said.”

	“I will.”

	“Good. Now get going.”

	“Love you, Dix,” said Eve.

	“Love you, too, Evie.”

	Eve headed down the stairs, and Adam followed, wondering what in the hell would happen next.

	 

	**

	 

	They made it down to the alley and headed in the opposite direction of the street where Vince was likely watching. Eve hailed a cab and gave the cabbie the motel address. Little was said in the car, as the night’s events and lack of sleep began to take their toll.

	“We need food,” said Adam.

	“I know.” She looked at him. “And you need a change of clothes.”

	“And a toothbrush would be nice.”

	“We’ll stop and find a store once we get there.”

	Twenty minutes later, the cab pulled up in front of an older building. The sign blinked The West Hotel. There was trash out front and a homeless man sat on the curb, staring into space.

	“It’s not fancy,” said Adam, getting out of the car.

	“We don’t need the Waldorf,” said Eve. “Just a place to stay for a day or two until we get our bearings.” She looked around the area. “There,” she said, pointing at a small restaurant. “It’s open. Let’s get some breakfast.”

	They walked across the street and spent the next thirty minutes eating eggs and bacon. They had turned off their phones in case Vince had connections and could trace where they were, but that prevented them from connecting with the outside world. Eve asked the waitress where to find a drugstore, and thirty minutes after that, they had managed to purchase clothes for Adam and a few toiletries. 

	Adam carried his purchases as they walked into the hotel. The trash that littered the street also seemed to have traveled into the dark-paneled, low-lit lobby. There were a couple of chairs with ripped fabric, and it smelled like Benny’s Bar after a busy night.

	“I’m looking for Mike,” said Eve, approaching the counter.

	A man, smoking a cigarette, looked up from his magazine, which Eve saw was Better Homes and Gardens. His blue sweater sat loosely on his body.

	“I’m Mike,” he said, stubbing out his cigarette. His voice was as gravely as his face. He perused Eve and then Adam. “What can I do for you?”

	“Dixie Royal sent us.” She glanced at Adam. “We need two rooms.”

	“Dixie?” asked Mike. “Really?” His eyes widened, and he dropped his magazine. “She’s some dame.”

	Eve smiled. “Yes, she is.”

	“I go see her show whenever I can.” He leaned in close. “Don’t tell the wife though.” He pointed at his wedding ring. “She thinks I’m here all the time.” He snickered.

	“I won’t say a word.”

	“I can’t believe she mentioned me,” said Mike. “What did she say?”

	“She said you could help us out,” said Eve. “We need a place to stay for a couple of days. Said you owed her one. That you could give us a deal.”

	“She did? That little minx.” He smiled. “I’d give her a deal anytime.” He looked between Adam and Eve. “But I don’t know you two. How do I know she sent you?”

	“Get many people coming through here using Dixie as a referral?” asked Adam.

	Eve nudged him as Mike frowned. She pulled out the card Dixie had given her. “I have this.”

	Mike took the card. “Yup. That’s my card all right.” He flipped it over and back again, then eyed Eve and Adam again. “Okay. I’ll give you one room. Fifty bucks a night.”

	“But we need two rooms,” said Eve.

	“We’ll take it,” said Adam.

	Mike grinned. “I figured you would.” He winked at Adam.

	“Does it at least have twin beds?” asked Eve.

	“Queen,” said Mike.

	“That’s fine,” said Adam. He pulled out some cash. “Here’s for the next two nights. Plus a little extra to keep quiet that we’re here.”

	“Keeping a low profile, huh?” asked Mike, taking the cash. He pulled out a book and picked up a pen. “Should I say who’s here?”

	“Kate and Spencer Tracy,” said Adam.

	Eve raised a brow at him. She took the key from Mike.

	“Room four-one-two.”

	“Thanks,” said Adam.

	“The elevator’s out. You’ll need to use the stairs.”

	Eve eyed the staircase. It had dirty carpet and a rickety handrail. “Terrific.”

	They walked up the four flights and found their room. Once inside, Eve was pleased to see that at the least the room looked cleaner than the lobby. The furniture was dinged, but usable, and the bed looked comfortable, although the pillows looked lumpy.

	“You realize you’re sleeping on the ground,” she said, dropping her suitcase.

	“I’d rather sleep on the bottom of a birdcage,” said Adam.

	She sighed. The carpet resembled the floor of a movie house. “I see your point.” She sat on the bed. “We should have gotten two rooms.”

	“No,” he said, pulling his toothbrush out of the bag. “We shouldn’t. We need to stick together. Plus, it looks suspicious. A man and a woman check in and get two separate rooms?”

	“Suspicious? How about the Spencer and Kate thing?”

	“What?” he asked. “I saw their movies.”

	She bounced on the mattress. “I didn’t realize you liked old cinema.”

	“There’s a lot you don’t know about me.”

	“Really?” She shifted to look at him. “Like what?”

	“Like I’m dying to take a shower. I feel like something that lives in that carpet.”

	“I’m after you. Don’t use all the hot water.”

	“Be out in a sec.” He disappeared into the bathroom.

	Eve heard the spray come on. She sat on the bed and began to lean back but stopped. Thinking about what was likely on the bedspread, she rose and pulled the heavy covering off the bed and threw it over the worn chair. Regarding the sheets, she was pleased to note that they looked washed, as did the pillowcases, although the lumpy pillows were confirmed.

	She considered lying down, but knew if she did, she’d never get up. Spying her suitcase, she picked it up and laid it on the bed. She flipped it open and perused her belongings. She hadn’t brought much. Just something to sleep in and a couple changes of clothes. There was one other item she had grabbed, and she picked it up. It was a small framed picture of her and her siblings. Royce and Gili stood on either side of her. Bits of confetti rested in their hair and Royce had a paper blower in his mouth. It was the last New Year’s they had spent together, before their dad had shown up and everything had changed.

	Eve thought back on those days. They had been happy ones. She and her brother and sister were very close. They’d lived with their mother in a typical suburb in a typical house. They’d had an uneventful upbringing, other than their absent dad. Since their father was a rare visitor, they all took comfort in each other, relying on one another in times of trouble. But Dad’s last visit had interrupted that. That’s when they’d learned who they were, where Dad came from, and why he was gone so often. She and Royce and Gillian had begun their Shifts not long after, and since then, out of necessity, they’d all gone their separate ways.

	It had been hell, but Eve saw it as an opportunity. As much as she loved her family, the urge to make her own way, figure out who she was, and what she wanted, especially after Dad’s revelations, made the break more bearable for her. She’d moved to the city, found odd jobs, lived in scary places, dated lousy men, did stupid things, but ultimately, had found her way to Benny’s. He’d taken her in, nurtured her, believed in her, and made her his star performer, all without asking for anything in return. He’d become the father she so rarely had.

	She stared at the picture. Her body warmed at the thought of picking up the phone and calling, but she knew she couldn’t. She couldn’t take the risk.

	The spray turned off, and Eve placed the photo on the bedside table. A lump in her throat blossomed, but she pushed it back. Sitting on the bed, she thought of Benny. The lump returned. Thinking of him, and her current situation, she wondered what to do next, but her brain wouldn’t form a response.

	The bathroom door opened, and Adam emerged from the steamy room with a towel wrapped around his narrow waist. Eve admired his muscular arms and chest. Normally, she’d make a suggestive comment, but the shower beckoned. She picked up a t-shirt and shorts from her suitcase. “I’m next,” she said, and headed into the foggy room.

	 

	**

	 

	Adam ruffled his hair with his towel and threw it on the bed. He pulled out a pair of boxers and a shirt from his purchases and put them on. Hearing the shower run from the other room, he picked up his phone and hit a button. He heard the ringing over the line.

	Although his cell looked like any other cell, it was actually a communicator he could use to contact Tez at any time. It was untraceable by anyone on this planet.

	He heard Tez pick up. “Where are you?”

	“Tez. Listen. I’ve got a problem.”

	“You’re right about that. You’ve got a list of them.”

	“No. It’s more than that.”

	“Listen,” said Tez. “Unless you tell me you’ve found her brother, then there’s not much to say.”

	“Shut up, will you? I’m with her now.”

	There was a pause. “Finally.”

	“You don’t understand. We’re on the run. We saw Benny murdered. Now we’re being chased by the men who did it.”

	Another pause. “I don’t have time for this.”

	“I’m serious. If they find us, they’ll kill us.”

	He heard a sigh. “Where are you now?”

	“We found an old hotel to stay in until we figure out what’s next and what to do.” There was no response. “Are you there?”

	“That’s perfect. I couldn’t have written this better. You two are on the run and you’re holed up in a hotel? It’s the opportunity you’ve been waiting for.”

	“What are you talking about?”

	“Use your head. She’s vulnerable. Get her talking. Ask about her family. Be persuasive.”

	“Damn it. This is serious.”

	“And you think our situation isn’t?” His voice rose. “I don’t care who’s chasing you or what happened to some guy named Benny. We need information, and we need it now. Screw the bad guys. You get what we need and you get it tonight. Then you leave her behind tomorrow, get your ass back here, and we go home.”

	“I can’t leave her alone with this mess.”

	Tez yelled. “You can and you will. You’re not here to court her. You came to do a job. Now do it and stop whining about what happens to her. That’s not your concern.”

	Adam set his jaw. “We’re in trouble.”

	“No, you’re not. Do what you came to do, and don’t come back until you have what we need. You’ve got forty-eight hours.”

	“What?”

	“You heard me. Find out where he is, or I’m leaving you behind.”

	“Tez…”

	The line went dead.

	The shower turned off and the curtain slid open. He dropped his cell into his shopping bag. Spying the picture on the nightstand, he picked it up and stared at it.

	 


Chapter Seven

	 

	 

	Eve opened the bathroom door and stepped out.

	“Feel better?” asked Adam, sitting on the bed.

	“Much.” She dumped her dirty clothes in her suitcase. A wet ringlet hung in her face and she pushed it back. From her peripheral vision, she saw Adam staring at her. “What?”

	A blush colored his cheeks. “Sorry. It’s just…”

	“Just what?”

	“You’re not wearing make-up.”

	She smiled. “I know. I look like a twelve year old.”

	His eyes moved over her. “Uh, no. That’s not the comparison I would make.”

	“No?”

	“No,” he said. “You look…softer. Almost innocent.”

	She glanced at him. “That’s not the comparison I would use.”

	He kept staring. “You look beautiful.”

	She closed her suitcase and pushed it out of the way. “Listen, Adam. Just because we’re sharing the same bed tonight doesn’t mean you get privileges.”

	His face scrunched. “Privileges?” His eyes widened. “You think I’m telling you that in hopes that you’ll sleep with me.”

	“That’s been my experience.”

	He sat up. “Well, here’s a news flash. I’m telling you because it’s true. That’s it. Nothing more. Besides…”

	She walked to the opposite of the bed. “Besides what?”

	“If I wanted to sleep with you, I’d just take off my shirt.”

	Eve narrowed her eyes. “Really? Does that work?”

	Adam flexed. “Absolutely. No woman can resist me. My muscles are magnetic.”

	She pulled back the sheets and sat in the bed, facing him. “I had no idea.”

	“I know. Few know of my powers.”

	She nodded. “I see. And what happens to those who do?”

	“They leave with a smile.”

	Eve grinned. “I didn’t you know you were gifted with such abilities.”

	He leaned in. “It’s a big responsibility.” He pulled on the sleeve of his t-shirt. “I have to keep my shirt on, or I never get any rest.”

	She stuck out her bottom lip. “Poor guy. That must be hard for you.”

	“It’s very stressful.”

	She pulled the sheet up. “Well, don’t let me tax you. Feel free to keep your shirt on around me.”

	He nodded. “I will. But feel free if you’d like to remove yours.”

	Eve laughed and some of the heaviness she’d been carrying seemed to lift. “If the mood strikes me, I’m glad to hear you won’t be offended.”

	“Not at all.”

	“Of course…”she added.

	He pushed back and sat beside her. “Of course what?”

	“I have the same powers. All women do.”

	He sighed and threw out a hand. “I’ve been wondering why you always keep your shirt on. Now I know.”

	Knowing she was tired because she giggled, Eve scooted down under the sheet. “Go to sleep.” She rolled over on her side, away from him. There was rustling, and Eve assumed he’d laid down next to her.

	“It’s eight o’clock in the morning,” he said.

	“I know.”

	The bed jostled as he got comfortable. “Good morning, Eve.”

	“Good morning, Adam.”

	 

	**

	 

	Two hours later, Eve stared at the ceiling. She’d expected to fall asleep the moment her head hit the pillow, but instead, everything turned on. Her mind replayed the events of the morning. Seeing Benny wounded on the ground. Watching him die. Vince and his counterpart with guns in their hands. Getting away and finding Dixie. Lying in bed next to a bartender she barely knew. She blinked and rubbed her eyes.

	“Can’t sleep?” said Adam’s groggy voice.

	She glanced over at him. He was turned away, but he shifted and faced the ceiling. “Can’t you?”

	“I’m trying.”

	“I think that’s the problem.”

	“I keep thinking about it,” he said.

	“Me too.”

	He scratched his forehead. “I mean, how in the hell did this happen?”

	“I don’t know.”

	He let out a deep breath. “We need to think of something else, or we’ll never rest.”

	Eve stared at a small bug as it walked across the ceiling. “Like what?”

	He glanced at her. “Tell me something about yourself.”

	“I’m not that interesting.”

	“I doubt that.” He turned on his side and faced her. “Tell me about your family.” Even though his eyes were heavy with fatigue, he appeared boyish with his head on the pillow.

	“My family?”

	He yawned. “Yes. You have one don’t you?”

	Eve shifted toward him. “Yes, I do.”

	“Great. Tell me about your mom.” His brown eyes twinkled from the yawn.

	“She’s a strong woman. Took good care of us growing up.”

	“Us? You have siblings?”

	“Yes. Gillian and Royce.” She shifted in the bed. “We’re actually triplets.”

	His eyes widened. “See. Now that’s interesting.” He paused. “Don’t tell me there’s two more people out there who look like you.”

	“No.” She smiled. “I’m the only one. We’re fraternal.”

	“Tell me about them. Are you close?”

	She nodded. “Very. We always have been. We were inseparable growing up. Mom always said we were glued together.” She thought back. “Royce was born first. I was second, and Gillian third.”

	“Where are they now? You still close?”

	She hesitated. “We are. It’s just…it’s complicated.”

	“What is?”

	“It’s hard to explain.”

	“You still see them?”

	“Yes, sort of.”

	“When’s the last time you saw your sister?”

	Eve smiled at the memory. “Her wedding. A few months ago. It was beautiful.”

	“Sounds nice.”

	“It was. I’m happy she’s happy.”

	“What about Royce?”

	She picked at her pillowcase. “He wasn’t there.”

	“Why not?”

	Eve tensed and her belly constricted. “He couldn’t make it.”

	“You look sad. Did something happen?”

	She stared at the ceiling. “He…He’d been through a lot…before the wedding. He needed time.”

	“Time for what?”

	She released an audible moan. “Can we talk about something else?”

	Adam raised his torso and rested his head on his hand. “Sure. Tell me about your dad. Where’s he?”

	She couldn’t stifle a humorless laugh. “That subject isn’t much better.”

	“Why not?”

	“Because,” she pulled the sheets up to her chin. “I haven’t seen him in years.”

	“Where is he?”

	“Far away.”

	“Do you know where?”

	“Vaguely.”

	“You can’t visit?”

	She snorted. “No.”

	“What does he do?”

	“That’s a good question. I think he’s a leader of some sort. He’s always been sort of hush-hush about the whole thing.”

	“A leader? Of what?”

	“I suspect a group of people.”

	He frowned. “Smart ass.”

	Eve shook her head. “I don’t know. He never told us. I know he had his reasons. I suspect it was to keep us safe.”

	“Safe from what?”

	“I don’t know that either. I think it has something to do with ‘the less we know the better.’ Or something like that.”

	Adam was quiet for a moment. “Do you know if he’ll come back?”

	“I have no idea. I could see him tomorrow, or never again.”

	He watched her, and she felt a wave of something emit from him. It felt like sympathy. “You don’t have to feel sorry for me.”

	His face dropped, and she felt him pull back, like he’d just hit a bracing wind after a hot shower. “Will you see your brother again?”

	Her stomach clenched again. “One day,” she said. She studied his face and let her guard down. She was so used to keeping it up, that it felt strange to feel exposed. Opening up, she allowed her energy to probe him. He felt warm and soothing, but that was as far as she got. The man was good at keeping his feelings to himself. “Now it’s your turn,” she said. “Tell me about you.”

	His face flattened but just as quickly relaxed. “There’s not much to tell.”

	“Oh, I’m sure you have a few secrets lurking in there.” His jaw clenched. “Come on,” she said. “I showed you mine. Now you show me yours.”

	His breathing slowed, and he seemed to think about what to say. “My parents are alive and well, although we’re not very close.”

	She snuggled into the covers. “Why not?”

	He shrugged. “We’re…different, you could say. My family comes from the wrong side of the tracks. We didn’t have much growing up.”

	“Was it just you?”

	“No,” he said. “I have a sister.”

	“What’s her name?”

	“Mirana.”

	“Are you close?”

	“Not like your family. We were growing up, but things changed.”

	“Why?”

	He hesitated. “My parents…” He pursed his lips. “Like I said, we didn’t have much, so my parents sent me away when I was a child.”

	She pulled on the sheets. “Sent you where?”

	“To another family. And I use the term ‘family’ loosely.”

	Eve wondered what to say. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

	“Me too.”

	“Your sister too?”

	“Not at first. She was older than me, but I guess as the male, I was expected to make the sacrifice. She left after her…when she was a teenager.”

	“Where did she go?”

	“She went to work for someone, as a live in assistant, or something like that.”

	“What about you?”

	“Me? I pretty much did the same. I was fed, clothed, and schooled, and outside of that, worked whatever odd jobs were assigned.”

	“And your parents were okay with that?”

	“I don’t think they really cared.”

	“Didn’t they check in on you?”

	“Once or twice. They didn’t seem overly concerned.”

	Eve rarely probed anyone without permission, save the occasional date who may have had ulterior motives, but without thinking, she allowed her energy to multiply and pushed a little harder toward Adam. Pain and betrayal were the first things she felt, and then something else. Something familiar, before the door slammed shut. She almost physically moved back in the bed.

	Adam glanced at her before turning and facing the ceiling. Eve retracted her energy and wondered about Adam’s unique ability to shut her out.

	“I’m sorry,” she said.

	He shifted his eyes toward her. “You don’t have to feel sorry for me.”

	She chuckled as she heard her own words mirrored back. “Where are they now?”

	He seemed to relax in the bed, his posture less rigid. “Who?”

	Eve punched him lightly in the arm. “Your parents? Your sister?”

	“Oh. Mirana married her employer’s son, who’s a loser. And my parents live on their farm but still socialize with the people who raised me. We barely speak.”

	“Who? Your parents or the people who raised you?”

	“Both,” he said. 

	Eve raised her head. “That sucks.”

	“Yeah. It does.” He shifted back toward her. “At least you have siblings you can talk to.” She nodded. “Have you considered contacting them?”

	She shook her head. “No. That’s not an option. I won’t get them involved.”

	“They might be able to help. Give you a place to stay.”

	“No, Adam.”

	“But what if something happens?” He sat up. “We’re in a precarious situation here. We’re being chased by the mob. If they catch up to us, and God help us, succeed in getting rid of us, then your family needs to know.”

	“You think the mob is going to find us?”

	“I hope not. But what if they do?”

	She pushed up next to him. “I thought this conversation was supposed to help us sleep?”

	His shoulders slumped. “You’re right.” He rubbed his face. “I’m trying to get your mind off things, and instead I wind up right back where we started.” He looked at her with weary eyes. “Sorry.”

	Eve felt her own fatigue but knew sleep would remain elusive. He was only asking the questions she’d been asking herself. And she had no answers. “God. We need to rest.”

	“Agreed.”

	Eve watched as he kneaded his muscles. His shirt raised, and she noticed the ridges beneath.  Something fired through her belly. The idea of seducing him flickered, but she ignored it. It would only complicate matters. But the more she thought about it, the more it gained strength. What could it hurt? It wasn’t like they were a couple. Or even planned to be. Why not consider it?

	“Adam?”

	He stretched and groaned. “Yes?”

	“I have an idea about how we might be able to relax.” She reached out and touched his knee under the sheet.

	His reaction was immediate. There were some things that were too hard to hide. He locked eyes with her. “Excuse me?”

	Her hand moved up his leg, and she felt him respond. “I mean, why not? We’re in this bed together. We’re both stressed out. We could use a little relaxation. It’ll get our mind off things.”

	He put his hand over hers to stop her advancing fingers. His jaw dropped. “Are you serious?”

	She let her thumb tickle his skin. “It doesn’t mean we’re engaged. We’re just two people who need to take the edge off.”

	“But you said—”

	“Adam,” she said, her heart beginning to race, “I know what I said. But that was then and this is now. I’m just saying I’m open to it if you are.” He swallowed. His breathing had picked up, and he looked a little pale.

	He cleared his throat. “I need a glass of water.”

	“There’s some bottled water in the shopping bag. Do you want it?”

	“No.” He let out a breath. “I don’t think I can move.”

	She smiled. “I’ll get it.” She slid off the mattress, feeling his eyes on her. The bag was at the foot of the bed, and she dug through it, finding the bottle of water. “Here.” She held it out to him.

	He reached out with shaky fingers. “Thanks.” He took a hasty drink and put the bottle on the nightstand.

	“Well?” she asked.

	Taking a deep breath, he studied her. “You’re sure?”

	“I wouldn’t have made the offer if I wasn’t.”

	Groaning, he ran a hand through his hair. “I’ll be honest. This may not last long.”

	Chuckling, she said, “It probably won’t. That’s the point. We’ll both have a nice moment, and then we’ll sleep like babies.” She cocked her head at him. “But I state, we both have a nice moment. Not just you.”

	He shook his head at her. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll see to that.”

	Her body warmed considerably at his words, and the intensity surprised her, but she didn’t stop to think about it. She slid back into the bed and sat facing him. Adam watched her like he was starving and she was the first food he’d seen in days. The look made her pulse race. She had no doubt that he would honor his word.

	Eve pulled off her shirt and threw it to the ground. His eyes took her in, and she heard him suck in a breath. “You’re right,” he said.

	“About what?”

	“Your superpowers far exceed mine.”

	She laughed and reached for his leg again. She trailed her fingers up his thigh. “Your turn.”

	He didn’t hesitate. His shirt came off, and he tossed it aside. She admired him in the dusky light. “Nice,” she said. “Very nice.”

	He reached for her. He brought his hand up to her face and cupped her jaw. He let his other hand find her hip, and his fingers caressed her thigh under her shorts. Her breath caught, and it felt like a taut rubber band suddenly released inside her. 

	He brought his face next to hers, and his lips lingered near hers. Their breath intermingled.

	She put her other hand against his chest. “Wait,” she said. “No kissing.”

	He scowled. “What?”

	“We shouldn’t kiss. It’s too personal.”

	He stared at her. “Are you crazy?”

	“No. It confuses things.” Her own breath was coming fast, and she was finding it hard to think. Normally, she took the lead when it came to sex, but this time felt different. She fought to gain control. “I think…”

	He moved in before she could answer. “That’s the problem,” he said. His arm wrapped around her and pulled her close. “No more thinking. If we’re gonna do this, then we’re gonna do it right.” He brought his lips down to graze over hers. Their noses touched and his fingers trailed over her back and into her shorts, where he cupped her bottom.

	In one movement, he pulled her forward and rested her against his lap, where she felt the intensity of his desire for her.

	She instinctively rocked against him, and he moaned. Her own groan of need escaped her, and she couldn’t believe how quickly this had escalated. She thought this would be a quick roll in the hay that would help her insomnia, but it was becoming much more. Something about Adam was triggering a greater hunger than she knew existed.

	Staring into his eyes and feeling his body against hers, she let her hands travel down his back as she moved against him. Her heart pounding, she touched her forehead to his and gave in to her need. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” she whispered. She nibbled at his lips, and then covered his hungry mouth with her own.

	 

	**

	 

	Eve blinked and stared into the dark room. Adam slept beside her. The sex had been wild and tempestuous. Eve was not a stranger in the bedroom. She’d been with a myriad of men with a range of tastes. She knew what she liked, and she could give as good as she got, but her encounter with Adam had been altogether different. They didn’t even have to speak. Adam met her every move with an intensity and desire that matched her own. They moved in perfect unison together, every touch building on the previous one, until a crescendo was reached that even Eve had never experienced. And then when it ended, they started again, until fatigue eventually won over and they succumbed to sleep.

	Eve listened to Adam’s soft sounds of breathing as she thought back. They’d finally closed their eyes sometime after noon and had slept the rest of the day. Her internal clock sensed that it was somewhere around three am. They had slept past dinner and into the night, but considering their previous day, Eve figured the rest was needed. She was still tired, but her mind raced. What had happened with Adam was sensational, and her body responded again to the thought of reaching over and waking him, but she held back. Something about the encounter troubled her.

	She recalled her sister Gillian’s words when she’d met her husband, Grayson. Unexpected intensity and attraction. Powerful desire. The inability to stop touching. Wanting to be with him. Twenty-four hours of pure lust before it was unintentionally interrupted. The need and longing which ultimately revealed what had happened between them. They had Binded.

	Eve swallowed. Binding. It was what happened with females such as her when they found a potential mate. It was powerful and instinctual. And if allowed to proceed, would end with her pregnant. It was the natural conclusion to a Binding. Her father had told her a little about it. It was normal for all female Red-Lines to experience it. The only unknown was that Eve was half human. He wasn’t sure how that would affect the process. Eve hadn’t worried about it too much until it had happened with Gilli. After that, she’d paid more attention. But none of her suitors had fit the bill. They were kind and attentive, and sometimes a little kinky, but none of them had elicited the response from Eve that Adam had. And now she couldn’t stop thinking about it. Had she initiated the Binding process with him?

	She rubbed her forehead. How could that be possible? She barely knew him. And why him? He was a bartender, and there was nothing overtly special about him. Eve had wanted men before, but once she got them, the thrill was gone. She may have hung around for a little while and had some serious relationships, but nothing that matched this. 

	She rolled on her side and faced his back. Her mind replayed their bodies moving together. But she held back. If this truly was the start of a Binding, she had to keep her distance. The power of the Binding was its momentum. If the energy was allowed to build and grow, then at some point, a connection was secured. And pregnancy would result, regardless of any birth control methods being used. And once that happened, there was no turning back. The power of the connection was so strong that if something were to sever the energy between the couple, then it could affect the health of the man and woman, and could also affect the pregnancy.

	Eve couldn’t let that happen. Now was not the time to Bind with anyone, and she sure as hell didn’t want to get pregnant. She blinked her tired eyes and yawned. If this truly was the beginning of a Binding, then she had to do everything in her power not to touch Adam again. She would make that very clear in the morning.

	Making her decision, and feeling somewhat relieved, she closed her eyes and fell back to sleep.

	 


Chapter Eight

	 

	 

	Soft light pierced the dirty blinds and the room lost its murky bleakness. Although the light didn’t help much to cheer the room.

	Adam stirred in the bed. He punched the pillow and tried to get comfortable. Although the mattress was lumpy, he’d managed a fitful sleep. That he’d slept at all surprised him. He’d expected after… His eyes shot open, and he went rigid in the bed. Everything went rigid. His whole body became a tuning fork that someone had just whacked against a table top. Moving slowly, he glanced behind him. Eve slept on her side, facing him, looking peaceful.

	He turned back and tried to breathe. The memory of his time with her came racing back. Every touch, kiss, and stroke felt like it had just happened. His desire for her made him ache to roll over, take her in his arms, and make love to her over and over again. He could still hear her moans and feel her body rock against his, and he almost audibly groaned. What the hell had happened between them?

	Trying not to think about her, he focused on his current situation. He believed he was close to getting the information he needed. Although being chased by mobsters was less than ideal, it certainly proved helpful in the getting-to-know-Eve department. She’d opened up about her brother, and Adam thought with a bit more cajoling, he might be able to determine her brother’s location. But then she’d made the offer to sleep with him. Some part of his subconscious had told him no, but he’d ignored it. Tez’s words reverberated. Forty-eight hours. And twenty-four were already gone.

	He wondered if she might tell him more after yesterday. If she did, maybe he could suggest she at least try to get a message to Royce. Adam could volunteer to contact him. He would have to use Eve’s protective urge to his advantage. Maybe suggest that Vince might start looking for her brother and sister in order to find her and she should warn them.

	Once he had the information, then he could suggest going their separate ways. Eve had already proposed the idea, and it would be the best way to end this and go home.

	But the memory of kissing her made it hard to breathe. Her soft lips moving over his, their tongues probing and intertwining. Despite his plans, he knew everything had changed. His reaction to her had been passionate and ravenous. The more he’d touched her, the more he’d wanted her. Her body had responded to his with equal intensity and what he thought would be a ten minute moment had turned into a lust fest. She was magnificent. Her energy was electric, and he was entranced by her. Just lying next to her now, he could almost see the tendrils of light connecting the two of them.

	He rolled to face her and watched her sleep. A soft shoulder peeked out from the covers, and he reached to touch it. Her skin was softer than a butterfly’s wing, or at least how he imagined a butterfly’s wing would feel. She sighed softly, and her eyes opened. Her lids blinked the sleep away, and she focused on him. They stared at each other. Adam’s heart instantly thumped faster. Without thinking, he leaned in and met her lips with his own. She met his kiss and began to kiss him back, when she suddenly stopped. She pushed against his chest and sat up, holding the sheet against her breasts.

	“No. Wait,” she said breathlessly.

	Adam tried to catch his own breath. “What?” he asked. “What is it?”

	“We can’t.” She ran a hand through her hair.

	He smiled and sat next to her. “I think after yesterday, we proved that we can.”

	She bit her lip. “Listen, Adam. What happened yesterday…”

	“Was amazing,” he said. “You know it, and I know it. And I want to do it again. Don’t you?”

	She blinked and glanced at his bare chest and his barely covered lower body. She took a deep breath and let it out. “I…I did enjoy it.”

	“So.” He reached for the sheet to pull it away, but she yanked it back.

	“I can’t.” She dropped the sheet, and he got a brief glimpse of her naked as she jumped out of the bed, grabbed her clothes, and raced into the bathroom.

	“Eve.”

	The door closed, and every part of him hurt. His body wanted her, and not being able to have her made him physically ache. He was going to have to take one hell of a cold shower, which in this place, would not be difficult.

	Struggling to understand, he got out of bed and put on his own clothes. Maybe once she saw that he was backing off, she might relax a little. But something nagged at him. This was not the fear of a scared woman. Men did not intimidate Eve. This was something different. He listened as the shower ran and debated calling Tez. Should Adam inform him of his progress? He shook his head, trying to clear the sexual haze. What was going on? What was the big deal if Eve said no? It wasn’t like they planned to be a couple. It was just sex. Physically uncomfortable, maybe, but not the end of the world.

	So why was this different?

	The shower turned off a few minutes later. By then, Adam had managed to compose himself. He needed a shower himself, and once she stepped out, he figured he’d just walk in behind her, acting confident in his control.

	But when she did step out, all of that so-called control almost crumbled. Her hair was up, with damp tendrils framing her face. She wore jeans and a t-shirt, and her face looked fresh and clean. It took the will of a stubborn two-year-old for him to walk by her. He almost spoke, but stopped himself, knowing if he did, he might relent. She gave him no signs she’d changed her mind, so he entered the bathroom and flipped on the shower to the coldest setting.

	Fifteen minutes later, despite the frigid water, he still felt aroused, but he felt like he could walk out of the bathroom without acting like he was still naked beside her. He opened the door and stepped out. She was sitting on the bed, staring at the wall, her closed suitcase beside her. He didn’t speak. Just walked past her. He’d thrown on a navy t-shirt, his pair of jeans, and tennis shoes, and he put the rest of his few belongings into his shopping bag. The bed had been somewhat made. The bedspread was still in the chair, but the sheets had been smoothed and the pillows arranged.

	He didn’t know what to say.

	A few seconds passed, and she stood, facing him, looking like it was an effort to do it. “I figured we could go get some breakfast, and then…”

	He cleared his throat. “And then what?”

	She shifted from foot to foot and stared at the floor. “Go our separate ways.”

	He was disappointed she didn’t say, “And come back here and screw our brains out.”

	He groaned inwardly. What was the matter with him? He didn’t trust his voice, so he just said, “Okay.”

	She nodded. “Okay.” She reached for her suitcase.

	“Let me help you with that,” he said, reaching for it at the same time. Their fingers touched, and the spark became an inferno.

	Their eyes met. 

	“Shit,” he said, and he let go of the suitcase, dropped his bag, and pulled her into his arms. A low moan escaped her, and she wrapped around him. Her lips covered his, and their tongues met. Adam thought his heart was going to break out of his chest. She was fire and he was the match. They fell back into the bed, touching, kissing, and stroking again, as if for the first time. Her nails raked against the back of his shirt, her legs encircled him and her hips arched against him. He couldn’t wait to get her clothes off.

	Then came the knock on the door.

	 

	**

	 

	They froze. Adam pulled back. Eve’s heart hammered, but for a different reason other than Adam. “Who’s that?” she whispered.

	Adam sat up. “I don’t know. No one knows we’re here.”

	Eve rose and stood. “Mike in the lobby does. So does Dixie.”

	“Should we answer?”

	“Just wait,” said Eve, speaking low.

	A few seconds passed before the knock came again. “Eve?” asked a man from the other side of the door. “Are you in there?”

	Eve sucked in a lungful of air. “Shit,” she said. “Damn it, Dixie.”

	“What?” asked Adam. “Who is it?”

	Eve shook her head. “It’s Tony.”

	“Tony?”

	“He’s the policeman. He lives in my building.”

	Adam blinked. “The one Dixie mentioned. The one you dated?”

	Eve nodded. “Yes.”

	Another knock, this time louder. “Eve, please. Open the door.”

	“Can you trust him?” asked Adam.

	Eve sighed. “He’s one of the few people I do. He’s a straight up guy.”

	“So why not ask him for help?”

	“Because I don’t want him to get involved. It could put him at risk. Besides, I’m still not sure about going to the police.”

	“I think that decision has just been taken out of your hands.”

	“Come on, Eve,” said Tony through the door. “I can hear talking. Open the door.”

	“Damn it,” said Eve. She walked to the door and looked out the peephole. After a second, she unlocked the door. The door creaked open. Tony stared back at her.

	“Let me in,” said Tony.  “I talked to Dixie.”

	Eve moved back, and he stepped inside. Seeing Adam, he stopped. The two men sized each other up. Adam’s tall frame matched Tony’s, but Tony’s barrel chest and bulky shoulders gave him the appearance of a seasoned wrestler that could clock Adam in under ten seconds.

	“What are you doing here?” She shut the door behind her.

	“Dixie told me what was going on. She’s scared to death.” He scowled. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” He pointed a thumb at Adam. “And what are you doing here with this loser?”

	“Wait a minute…” said Adam.

	Tony raised a palm. “You’ll have your say, boy toy.”

	“Boy toy?”

	“Tony, stop it,” said Eve.

	“Damn it, Eve. You get involved in something like this and you don’t come to me?” He raised a hand. “I can live with the fact that you didn’t want to get married. But, Jesus. You don’t ask me for help when you see Benny killed?” He shook his head. “I don’t understand.” He patted his chest. “I’m a cop and your friend.” He glanced back at Adam. “But you go to him? Some bartender? A pretty boy? How long have you known him? Five minutes?”

	“Excuse me?” asked Adam.

	“Adam…” said Eve, waving at him.  “Just…” 

	“Just what, Eve?” asked Tony. “There is nothing to say. You need to get your stuff and come with me. We’re going to the precinct to report this.” He reached for her arm, but she pulled away.

	“No. We’re not,” she said.

	“Yes, we are.”

	Eve moved past him and stood next to Adam. “You don’t understand. He and I know who killed Benny. It was Vince. And Vince is mixed up with the mob. You bring us in, and we’re both dead.”

	Tony grimaced. “No. You don’t understand. They’re looking for you.”

	“I know. Why do you think we’re hiding?” said Eve.

	“I’m not talking about Vince,” said Tony. “The police. They want to talk to you about Benny. There are reports that you and pretty boy here left the scene of the crime.”

	“What?” asked Eve.

	“We didn’t do anything,” said Adam. “They were going to kill us.”

	“Are you saying we’re suspects?” asked Eve.

	“We can still get out ahead of this,” said Tony. “Right now, they just want to talk with you. But you stay on the run, it just looks like you’re guilty. You come in and tell your story, then we can handle it.”

	Eve rubbed her arms. “You bring us in, and we’re dead. Benny will never get justice.”

	Tony squared his shoulders. “You don’t come in, then they can create whatever story they want. Suddenly, it looks like you murdered him. There are already whispers that you two were close.”

	“Close?” asked Eve. “He was like a father to me. You know that.”

	“I know that, but you know how the story will turn if you don’t come forward. It will become some sort of sordid affair gone bad. And you’re not there to defend yourself.”

	“They don’t have proof of any of that,” said Adam.

	Tony’s voice boomed. “Did I ask you a question?”

	“Hey,” said Adam, angrily. “I was there.”

	“And you did a hell of a job. You got Eve here in a world of trouble. Did you tell her to run?”

	“Stop it, Tony,” said Eve, stepping forward. “I don’t need you to come in here and solve all my problems and tell me what to do. If I’d wanted that, I would have married you.”

	Tony set his jaw. “Eve…”

	“No,” she said. “I’m the one that ran. Adam wanted to go to the police. I’ve been trying ever since to convince him we need to separate, but he won’t go.”

	Tony sneered. “He’s just a regular Prince Charming.”

	Eve sighed. “Listen. I know what you’re trying to do.”

	“I’m trying to protect you.”

	“Bring us in, and we’ll never make it to any trial.”

	“We’ll keep you safe.”

	“Sure you will,” said Adam.

	Tony glowered. “Then let me clarify, Paul Newman.” He patted his chest. “I’ll keep her safe.”

	“Where?” asked Adam. “In the privacy of your bedroom?”

	Tony’s face froze. “You son of a bitch.” He stepped forward. “Who the hell do you think you are?”

	Eve stepped between them. “Stop it.”

	“Paul Newman. Remember?” asked Adam. Tony sneered at him, but Adam didn’t back down. “And who are you? One of those thugs from The Godfather?”

	Tony pointed again. “Are you saying I’m crooked? I’ll kick your ass.”

	Adam tried to move closer, but Eve blocked him. “Whenever you’re ready,” said Adam.

	“Oh, for god’s sake,” said Eve. “Why does testosterone make you boys so stupid?” She put a hand on Tony’s chest to hold him back. “Both of you need to shut up. We’ve got bigger problems than your egos.”

	Tony’s snarl dropped. “I don’t care about this guy. What I care about is you. I don’t want to see you accused of a crime you didn’t commit. If you come in, we’ll put you in protective custody.”

	“You know as well as I do that the police can’t be trusted,” said Eve. “Somebody will be on the take. They’ll give us up. Plus it puts my family at risk.”

	Tony backed up and gave Eve some space. “I don’t want you out there hiding. Where will you go? It makes you look guilty.”

	“I know how it looks,” said Eve. “But Adam’s right. There isn’t any evidence linking us to Benny’s death. They just know we were there.”

	“Vince could come forward and accuse you.”

	Eve shook her head. “He won’t do that. That puts him out in the open. He doesn’t want that. And he certainly doesn’t want to place himself at the scene. He might talk a lot, but he can’t prove anything.”

	“He can make it look bad,” said Adam.

	“He might, but don’t forget. Benny had a lot of friends and loyal employees. They’ll defend him against any lies Vince may try to spread.”

	Adam put his hand on the wall. “I think you’re underestimating Vince.”

	“No,” said Eve. “I know Vince. He’ll wait me out. He wants me to come out in the open. Go to the police. It’s what he’s waiting for.”

	“How do you know that?” asked Adam.

	“Because he knows that Benny’s death will eat at me. He knows I want justice for him. He expects me to accuse him.”

	“So we’ll keep an eye on him,” said Tony.

	“You can’t keep your eye on everyone.”

	“You can’t stay here,” said Tony. He glared at Adam. “You expect this guy to take care of you?”

	“I just need time to think.” Eve rubbed her head. She sighed, stepped back, and leaned against the wall. “I know I should go to the police. I want Vince to pay for his crimes. But I don’t think turning myself in will do it.”

	“What will do it?” asked Adam.

	She tried to think. “Vince killed his father. That’s what I don’t understand.”

	“What do you mean?” asked Tony. “Domestic violence isn’t uncommon.”

	“Between a father and son?” asked Eve. “I remember Vince worshipping his dad.”

	“That was a long time ago,” said Tony. “Things change.”

	“But what changed?” asked Eve. “What made Vince homicidal? What did he want?”

	“If he’s mixed up in the mob,” said Tony, “it could be anything.”

	“Well, if we could find out what it is,” said Eve, “maybe that could help us get the evidence we need against Vince.”

	“How do we do that?” asked Adam. “It’s not like we can ask him.”

	“No, we can’t,” said Eve. She held Tony’s gaze. “But you could.”

	Tony’s jaw dropped. “What are you saying?”

	“I’m saying you could do a little digging. See what you can find out. Vince’s father was just murdered,” said Eve. “It’s a good reason to go talk to Vince. Dig into his background. Find out any reason why he might want to kill Benny.”

	Tony stared at her. “You want me to investigate Vince?”

	“Yes.”

	“That’s crazy.”

	“Why is that crazy?” asked Adam.

	Tony glared again. “I’m not talking to you.”

	Adam’s eyes narrowed. “It seems you are. And she’s got a point. Vince wants something. If I were you, I’d check out Benny’s club.”

	“What about it?”

	Adam snorted. “I worked there. That place brought in plenty of money. It’s also sitting on a valuable piece of real estate. Maybe somebody wanted Benny to sell, but he wasn’t going for it.”

	Tony snickered. “Now you’re a private dick?”

	“He’s got a point,” said Eve. “The club was Benny’s baby. It’s all he had. He’d never sell that place.”

	“With Benny dead, Vince is the logical choice to inherit,” said Adam. 

	“Exactly,” said Eve.

	Tony crossed his arms. “And what are you supposed to do while I’m checking into this theory of yours?”

	“We stay in hiding, until you can get some more information. Maybe we can get Vince without us ever having to testify.”

	“This is a long shot at best,” said Tony.

	“I know it is. But we have to try. I’d rather walk into that police station at the last possible moment. Hopefully after Vince is already under suspicion.”

	“If Vinny inherits the bar,” said Adam, “then I’ll be curious to see what he does with it.”

	“If Benny left it to him,” said Tony, “then Vince can do whatever he wants. We can’t stop that.”

	“I know,” said Eve. “But Vince is not the brightest guy. If he’s involved in something, then he’ll likely leave a bread crumb trail a mile wide.”

	Tony hesitated. “I don’t like this, Eve.”

	“I don’t like it either. But to be honest, I feel safer on my own.”

	“You mean with him?” He eyed Adam.

	“With him or without him, I still feel safer.”

	Tony sighed. “How will I get in touch with you?”

	“You won’t. I’ll get in touch with you.”

	“Eve…”

	“It’s better you don’t know where we are.”

	“You have your phone?”

	“It’s turned off.”

	“That’s not good enough. Take the battery out too.”

	“Really?”

	“Yes.” He studied Eve. “You sure about this? It’s a big risk.”

	“It’s a risk for you too. But I trust you.”

	He paused. “I care about you. If this turns ugly, I won’t hesitate to bring in the cavalry.”

	“If we get to that point, then by all means, I’ll welcome your assistance.”

	“I think we may already be at that point.”

	“Not yet,” said Eve. “Not unless Vince finds us. And there’s no reason he should.”

	Tony set his jaw. “You keep saying ‘us.’”

	Eve huffed and felt the beginnings of a headache. “Adam is stuck in this just like I am.”

	Tony tipped his head at Eve. “I know you, Eve.” He squinted at Adam. “But I don’t know a damn thing about him.”

	“He’s a bartender.”

	“Exactly. How do I know he won’t leave you to fend for yourself? He could give you up to Vince for all you know.”

	“You know, I am standing here,” said Adam, waving a hand.

	Eve rolled her eyes at Tony. “I’ve been trying to get him to leave me since this started. I still think it’s a good idea if we separate.”

	“Yeah,” said Tony. He glanced at the crumpled bed. “I can tell he’s dying to leave.”

	Eve ignored Tony’s innuendo. “And he wouldn’t turn me in without risking himself in the process.”

	“I’m not going anywhere,” said Adam. He put an arm around Eve. “She and I make a good team.” He pulled her closer, but Eve pushed away. Tony gritted his teeth.

	“Stop it, Adam.” Eve stepped closer to Tony and put a hand on his forearm. “Listen. Please don’t let what happened between you and me affect your judgment. Adam and I are just friends.”

	“Friends, huh?” Tony scoffed.

	“Friends?” asked Adam.

	Eve patted Tony’s arm. “You know me. You know I’m right about this. I just need a little time. Can you give me that?”

	Tony paused. “How much time?”

	“A week.”

	Tony’s eyebrow rose. “Two days.”

	“Five days.”

	“Three.”

	“Four.”

	Tony hesitated. “Eve…”

	“Four days. Give me four days. Go check out Vince. Get more information on Benny and his business dealings. I’ll hang low. Let’s wait it out. See what happens.”

	“Where will you go?”

	“You let me worry about that. The less you know the better.”

	Tony looked around the room. “You won’t stay here, I hope.”

	“No,” said Eve. “We won’t. We’ll leave today.”

	“I’ll make sure she’s safe,” said Adam.

	Eve glanced at him. “No. You and I should part. We draw attention together.”

	“I disagree,” said Adam. “We need to look out for each other.”

	“Adam…”

	“He’s right,” said Tony. Adam’s eyes narrowed. “That’s right, Paul Newman,” said Tony. “It doesn’t mean I like it. But sadly I think you two are safer together. And I’ll feel better knowing you’re not alone.” He grimaced at Adam. “Even if you are just a bartender.” He looked back at Eve. “But I suggest you work on a disguise.” He touched an auburn ringlet. “You tend to stand out in a crowd, my dear.”

	Eve nodded, and Tony dropped his hand. “We will.” She squeezed his arm. “Thank you.”

	Tony sighed. “You’re damn lucky I like you.” He pointed. “Four days. That’s it. Then you call me and you come in.”

	Eve relaxed. “I promise. Four days.”

	“You go somewhere safe, and don’t come out until you contact me. Got it?”

	“Got it,” said Eve.

	Tony faced Adam, his face stony. “And I swear to God, anything happens to her and I’ll turn you into fertilizer. You understand?”

	“I think that’s pretty clear,” said Adam. He nodded at Eve. “We’ll be okay.”

	Eve was relieved they’d come to an agreement, although she wished Tony would have supported her about separating from Adam.  “You be careful too.” 

	Tony stepped to the door and opened it. “Don’t worry about me. You just take care of yourself.” He shook his head. “I can’t believe I’m agreeing to this.”

	“Talk to Dixie too,” said Eve. “Tell her I’m okay and not to worry.”

	“You know Dix,” said Tony. “She’s gonna worry no matter what I say. Between this and her dad, she’s an emotional mess.”

	Eve sighed. “I know. Just make sure she stays safe. I don’t want her in danger because of us.”

	“I’ll keep an eye on her.”

	“Thank you, Tony. I appreciate this.”

	Tony held her gaze. He seemed to consider what to say next. “I…I still care about you.”

	Eve smiled softly. “I know you do.”

	“I always will.”

	“I know,” she said.

	He held still for a moment, glanced at Adam, and then left, closing the door behind him.

	Eve stared out the peephole for a few seconds, then returned to her suitcase and picked it up.

	Adam hesitated. “What? Are we leaving right now?”

	Eve nodded. “Yes. I think we should. The sooner, the better.”

	“But…”

	“But, what?”

	Adam glanced at the bed. “You and I were engaged a few minutes ago before we were rudely interrupted.”

	The heat returned, but Eve pushed it back. Her earlier response to Adam resulting from the mere grazing of their fingers told her that a Binding was imminent if she didn’t keep her distance.

	“Listen, Adam,” she said. “What happened between us was a mistake. It’s a good thing we stopped. Now is not the time for us to get distracted.”

	“Distracted?” asked Adam. “Considering what we’re dealing with, I’d say a distraction is exactly what we need.”

	He moved closer, but Eve stepped back. “No.” He stopped and stared and for one second, she reconsidered. The thought of kissing and falling back into bed with him was alluring. But then she thought of the repercussions.

	He stared at her, as if he only waited long enough, she’d cave. “You’re sure?”

	“I am.”

	“I could take my shirt off.”

	“Please don’t.”

	“You could take yours off, too, if you feel like it.”

	“I don’t.”

	Watching her, he nodded. “Fine. But if you change your mind…”

	“I’ll let you know.” She gripped her suitcase and pointed at his shopping bag. “Don’t forget that.”

	 Sighing, he nodded. He leaned low and reached for her case. “Here. Let me take that.” 

	She pulled her hand back and leaned away. “Nice try.” Even though he hadn’t touched her, he was close enough to smell. The scent of soap and what Eve could only describe as sexual heat almost made her waver, but then he stepped back and Eve kept her composure.

	He groaned, and his face dropped. “Okay. You win,” he said. “Just know that I am very uncomfortable right now.”

	She almost smiled. “Sorry about that.”

	He grabbed his shopping bag. “Where do you want to go next?”

	“I think we need to get something to eat, and then figure it out.”

	“Our budget is tight.”

	“I know.” She walked away and gripped the knob. “You got everything?”

	Adam lifted his bag. “There isn’t much to leave behind.”

	Eve nodded. “Let’s go.”

	She opened the door and walked straight into Vince.

	 


Chapter Nine

	 

	 

	“Hey, baby,” said Vince. His cheeks sported red scratches from his encounter with Louis. He glanced at her suitcase. “Going somewhere?”

	“Shit,” said Adam.

	Eve stepped back, and Vince advanced into the room. He pulled a gun from his waistband. “Fancy seeing you here.”

	“Vince…” said Eve.

	Adam took in the scene and tried to think. Vince was just inside the entry and the door was open. Where was Saul? Had Vince brought his goon?

	In answer to his question, Vince glanced out the open door. “Keep an eye on the hallway.”

	Adam saw a brief shadow in the door frame and knew that there was a second gunman. He could only assume it was Saul. His mind raced as to how to escape without revealing his origins.

	“Vince, listen…” Eve held out a shaky hand. 

	Vince chuckled. “No, babe. You listen. Who do you think you are? You think you can just walk away from this? You think I couldn’t find you?” He rubbed the back of his scalp with his free hand. “And you’re gonna pay for the whack on the head.”

	Adam fought to buy time. “How did you find us?”

	Vince shifted his eyes toward him. “I have connections.”

	Eve scoffed. “You mean the mob?”

	Vince waved the gun at her. “You really want to irritate me right now?”

	“Is it the mob?” asked Adam.

	Vince looked between the two of them and shrugged.

	“Why, Vinny?” asked Eve.

	Vince lifted a brow. “Why? Because they show me some respect.”

	“Respect? That’s what you want?” asked Eve.

	“Damn straight it is.”

	“I don’t believe that,” said Eve.

	“I don’t give a damn what you believe.”

	“Why kill your dad? What did he do to you to deserve that?”

	Vince paused and he set his jaw. “He didn’t respect me.”

	“That’s crap, Vince. He loved you.”

	Vince’s voice rose. “No, he didn’t.”

	Eve stepped farther back. Adam watched, wondering if there was a way to get to Vince’s gun. If Adam could deliver another heat flare, he could incapacitate Vince, but how to deal with the man in the hall?

	 Eve spoke calmly. “That’s not true.” A stir of emotions seemed to play across Vince’s face. “And I think you know that.”

	Vince cleared his throat. “He wouldn’t listen to me.”

	“About what?” asked Eve.

	Vince shook his head. “He should have just listened to me.”

	“What happened, Vinny?”

	Adam kept an eye on the door, waiting for the mystery man to show his face. Considering the timing of Vince’s visit, he had the sinking feeling that perhaps Tony wasn’t as stand up as Eve believed.

	Vince stared off, looking lost, but he still held his gun on Eve. “I’m in too deep.”

	Eve spoke softly. “Why?”

	His stony glare softened. “Money. It’s all about money. It always is.”

	“You can get out.”

	“No, I can’t.”

	“Yes. You can. There’s always a way. My friend Tony. He can help.”

	Vince’s eyes widened. “Tony? Your ex? The cop?” He chuckled. “He’s the one who led us here.”

	Eve’s jaw dropped and she straightened. “That’s not true. He’d never betray me.”

	Vince waved the gun. “Oh, he didn’t realize it. We had some people on the inside. They told us about your history with him. Said he lived in your building and to keep an eye out. And lo and behold, two of my guys see your sweet Tony leave early this morning. They followed him here. One quick phone call and a few minutes later, Saul and I are at your door.” He fixed the gun back on Eve. “Not that hard, really.”

	Adam was glad the man outside was not Tony. Saul was a smaller man and would be easier to confront.

	“You can’t really want to kill me,” said Eve.

	Tony snorted. “I don’t want to,” said Vince. “I mean, you and I have some fond memories.” He looked her up and down.

	“They were good memories,” she said. “We had fun together.”

	“For a while.” His face darkened. “But then you left.” The side of his mouth raised. “Dad called me an idiot for letting you get away.” He paused. “Honestly, I think he loved you more than me.”

	Eve shook her head. “That’s not true.”

	He lifted a brow. “I think he was in love with you.”

	“No, he wasn’t.”

	“I think you loved him back too.”

	Eve’s eyes widened. “What are you saying?”

	“I’m saying you two were having an affair. He tried to break it off, maybe wanted to fire you, and you were about to lose your meal ticket. You went crazy. Found the gun he kept in the desk, and shot him.”

	“Vince…” 

	Adam watched the hall. The shadow moved and stuck his head in. It was Saul. He looked around the room. “What’s taking so long?”

	Adam focused his energy. Since he was only a Gray-Line, his abilities were limited, but that didn’t mean he was defenseless. He kept an eye on Eve. Knowing she was a Red-Line, he waited to see how she would react. Her talents would be much more effective. It would have to be soon, though because they were running out of time.

	“You’re going to kill me? Is that it? And then shoot him?” Eve pointed at Adam. “How do you propose to walk out of this building without being seen or heard?”

	Vince smiled. “Where do you think we are? The Ritz? People around here don’t see or hear anything. And they sure as hell aren’t going to testify against us.”

	“You don’t know that,” said Eve. “The police will find us dead. There will be a million questions. Most of them directed at you.”

	“Let them ask,” said Vince. “I already have an alibi. I’m eating lunch with an associate right about now.” He checked his watch.

	Adam waited. As soon as he suspected an opening, he would move.

	“There’s something else,” said Eve.

	Vince cocked his gun. “Sorry, sweetheart, but we’re out of time.”

	“Papers,” she said. “That Benny gave me.”

	Adam perked up.

	Vince paused. “What are you talking about?” His smile slipped.

	“Benny gave me papers. Documents. In a sealed envelope. He told me not to open them and to put them in a safe deposit box. Said if anything happened to him, to give them to the cops.”

	Vinny’s hard stare returned. “You’re lying.”

	“I’m not.” Eve padded her purse. “I’ve got the key.”

	Vince paused. “So, I kill you and get the key.”

	Eve shook her head. “Doesn’t work like that. You can’t get into the box without me.”

	Vince shrugged. “So the papers sit forever in a box. Who cares?” He snickered at his deduction.

	“Someone else has the key.”

	Vince’s face dropped. “Who?”

	“Someone important. Someone who will take everything to the police. And you can’t stop him.”

	“Him, huh?” asked Vince. “Don’t tell me it’s your lovebird, Tony?”

	Eve’s eyes didn’t stray. “No. Not him. Someone you don’t know.”

	Adam held his breath. If something was going to happen, it would be now.

	Vince sneered. “You lying bitch.”

	Saul stepped to the threshold. “What’s going on? Do it already.”

	Vince lunged for Eve’s purse. Adam focused on the door and, directing his energy with his mind, slammed it shut in Saul’s face. Eve grabbed at the gun in Vince’s hand and pushed it away as Adam jumped forward. There was a soft thunk as the weapon discharged. Adam’s adrenaline surged, and he slammed himself against Vince. They fell back into the entry. The door started to open, but in the small space, Adam and Vince’s bodies prevented Saul from entering.

	Vince dropped the gun, and it skittered across the dirty carpet as Adam mustered more energy and sent a powerful jolt into Vince, who immediately stilled, just as Eve brought the old rotary phone in the room down on his head.

	With Vince still, the door opened more easily and half of Saul’s body appeared through the door. Adam had just enough time to reach for the man’s arm and yank him into the room. Saul’s other hand held a gun, and Adam grabbed his wrist and pushed Saul against the wall. They struggled as Adam tried to keep Saul pinned and the gun directed away from Eve. 

	Adam heard another whack of the phone against Vince’s head just as Adam brought his knee directly into Saul’s groin. Saul heaved and released a breathless grunt. His hold on his gun went limp. It dropped to the ground. Adam placed a free hand against Saul’s midsection and sent a jolt, just as Eve slammed the phone onto Saul’s head. The man went down faster than the Titanic.

	Breathless, Eve and Adam didn’t waste time. Eve picked up Vince’s gun, and Adam picked up Saul’s. They threw them in Adam’s bag, grabbed her suitcase, walked into the hallway, and closed the door behind them. Trying to act casual, they walked to the top of the stairs and began to walk down when Adam suddenly felt light headed. He grabbed at the wall to support himself.

	“Adam?” asked Eve. “What’s wrong?” She came around to help him when her eyes widened and she stared at his shirt. “Oh my god. You’re bleeding.”

	The mere mention of blood sent a surge of pain through Adam. He glanced at his left shoulder and saw the spreading patch of darkness travel down his navy shirt. The light headedness grew, and he blinked. Eve grabbed him around the waist and helped him to sit on the top stair. She pulled on the neckline of his shirt to look beneath it and surveyed his wound. Her eyes rounded. “You’ve been shot.” She met his gaze. “Adam?” She patted his face. “Talk to me.”

	Adam shook his head. The effects of the attack and the swings of adrenaline were making him shake. “I’m okay. Help me get back up.”

	“You need a doctor.”

	“I can’t. They’ll find us. It’s not that bad.” He grimaced when he tried to move his arm. The dark patch on his shirt was getting darker.

	“Hell,” said Eve, looking back toward the door.

	“Just go. Leave me here.”

	“No way.” She stared at the suitcase as if considering her options. She reached for it and flipped it open. She pulled out a shirt, balled it up, and stuck it under Adam’s shirt to staunch the blood. “Here. Hold this against it.”

	Adam did as he was told.

	“Where’s your bag?” She found it and pulled it closer. They’d bought him a windbreaker and she pulled it out. He moaned and felt the sweat pop out on his skin as she eased the jacket on him. “That will help hide the blood until we get where we’re going.”

	She closed her case and the bag. “Lean on me.” Getting herself under his unwounded shoulder, she helped lift him to a standing position.

	A wave of nausea hit him, and he had to brace himself against the wall as he fought not to vomit on the ugly orange carpet.

	“Come on,” she said, “we’ve got to get downstairs.” She helped him take a step down.

	“You need to go. They could wake up at any time. Just leave me.”

	“No,” she said. “Now shut up and walk.”

	He grimaced as another wave of pain moved down his arm, but he managed to make it down the stairs with Eve’s help. “Where are we going?” he whispered. “And more importantly, how are we going to get there?” His back was sticky with sweat.

	They reached a landing, and Eve guided him down the next story. “You let me worry about that.”

	They made it to the ground floor after what felt like hours. Adam let Eve guide him to a scarred wooden chair in the lobby. Mike, the owner, wasn’t there, but once Eve got Adam settled, she walked to the counter and rang the bell several times.

	“Mike!” she yelled. “Where the hell are you?”

	Adam watched the staircase, expecting at any moment to see Vince and Saul racing down it. He hoped his heat flares and Eve’s phone whacks would keep them out a little longer.

	Eve kept dinging the bell and finally, a door that led to a back room opened and Mike stepped out. Adam could hear what sounded like more than one phone ringing, as well as the soft drone of a TV in the background. “Keep your shorts on,” he said. “What’s the big hurry?” He eyed Eve. “Oh, it’s you. What do you want? Did your friends find you?”

	Eve looked like she wanted to strangle him, and Adam figured if there wasn’t a counter separating them, she might have.

	“What part of ‘we’re keeping a low profile’ was confusing to you?” she asked.

	His jaw dropped. “Excuse me? You didn’t tell me you didn’t want visitors.”

	“You told a police officer and two gangsters where we were.”

	His eyes widened. “I did?” He looked at Adam and knitted his brows. “Your friend over there doesn’t look to good.”

	Eve’s eyes went dark. “Listen, you idiot. I need a car, and I need it now.”

	“A car?” asked Mike. “What do I look like? A dealership?”

	“I know exactly what you look like. This whole innocence game is bullshit.” She glanced at Adam. “He’s hurt. He needs medical assistance, and you’ve got two mob hitmen lying in a room upstairs.”

	“I do?” He grinned. “Maybe we should call the cops.”

	“Go right ahead,” said Eve. “And I’ll be glad to tell them how you led them to us. How you knew exactly who they were. That you asked them for money, they gave it to you, and you turned a blind eye to everything else.”

	Mike stared at her. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

	“I suspect there’s a few other tasty issues I might be able to mention as well. Like maybe the illegal gambling business you’re running behind that door?”

	Adam perked his head up at that. So did Mike.

	“How in the hell…” Mike glanced back at the closed door and surveyed his countertops, looking for clues that were giving him away.

	Adam was alert enough to realize what Eve was revealing. Not only could she read animals, but she was adept at reading people too. 

	“I need a car,” she said. “Now.”

	Mike continued to stare, but then his frame relaxed, and he smiled. “Go ahead and call ‘em.” He glanced at Adam and then back at her. “I suspect I’m not the only one keeping secrets.”

	Eve seemed to deflate. Mike had called her bluff, but then she pushed her shoulders back. “It’s a pity.”

	Mike frowned. “What is?”

	Eve sighed. “Dixie’s new shows. Sad you’ll have to miss them.”

	“Miss them?”

	“Yes. Didn’t you know? Dixie’s ramping up some new songs. Got a whole new gig. She’s thrilled. Can’t wait to share it with her fans. I hear she’s throwing a huge party to celebrate. Maybe even offering backstage passes.”

	Adam held back a chuckle. Backstage passes at a bar? The maintenance guy could get back there.

	Mike stilled. “I didn’t know that. When?”

	Eve shrugged. “Doesn’t matter, because you’re not invited.” Mike opened his mouth, but then closed it. Eve leaned over the counter. “Because the moment I leave here, I’m calling Dixie. And by the time I fill her ear, you’ll be lucky if you can see her from a distance.”

	“You wouldn’t,” said Mike.

	“I would.” She peered at him as he stood there, looking perplexed. “A car, Mike.”

	Mike stood still for a moment, then looking defeated. He opened a drawer and pulled out a set of keys. He threw them on the counter. “White Caddy. Out back in the alley. I usually take the subway, but I drove today. Just bring her back when you’re done with her.”

	Eve snatched the keys. “And don’t you breathe a word of this to anyone. Those goons find us, and I promise you, you’ll never see, hear, or talk to Dixie Royal again. You understand?”

	“Just get out of here,” said Mike. He waved her off as he disappeared behind the closed door.

	Eve ran over to Adam, got up under his shoulder, and helped him stand. “Come on,” she said. “We’re almost there.”

	Adam stood and almost fell. The blood was soaked through the t-shirt now and round speckles were forming on the windbreaker.

	They walked to the back of the motel and found the emergency exit. Stepping out into the alley, Adam saw the Cadillac, just where Mike said it would be. It was an older model, and likely had a lot of miles, but as long as it ran, it was fine.

	Eve got him settled in the front seat, and Adam groaned when his shoulder pulled. Eve grabbed his shopping bag, walked to a dumpster, and dropped the guns into it. Still holding his bag, she ran around to the driver’s side and got in. She put the keys in the ignition, and Adam breathed a sigh of relief when the engine roared to life. At least something had gone their way.

	“We got gas?” he asked.

	“Full tank.”

	“Good,” he said. “Where are we going?” he asked. His vision blurred.

	Eve pulled out of the alley. “Some place safe where I can get you help. Just rest for now.”

	Adam nodded, closed his eyes, and let himself drift away. 

	 


Chapter Ten

	 

	 

	John Ramsey hammered the nail into the board. After a few hard knocks, the nail head was flush with the wood. He heard the saw blade run and turned to pick up another piece of lumber. He raised and placed it next to the piece he’d just attached and began to nail it to the cross beam. The electric saw stopped whirring, and a piece of wood fell to the ground.

	After securing the board, he stopped and wiped his brow. It was a cool day, but he was warm. He and his step-brother Declan had been working since dawn on the new addition to his house. The frame was finally up, and they’d made good progress. He watched Declan add a new piece of wood to the pile.

	“Take a break. Get some water,” he said.

	Declan took off his safety goggles. He picked up a bottled water and took a drink. Looking at the structure, he said. “It’s coming together.”

	“Yeah. I told Sarah I’d get it done before the weather turns.”

	“You’ve got plenty of time.” Declan sat on one of the two plastic chairs in the room. Ramsey took the other.

	“The sooner, the better. The twins need the space.” He drank from his own water. “So do we.”

	“It should be a nice playroom for them.”

	“Plus an extra room if we need it.”

	“That too. And maybe, when they’re grown, you can have a man cave.”

	Ramsey chuckled. “I don’t see that in my foreseeable future.”

	“You could sell the place. Get something bigger.”

	Ramsey shook his head. “Nah. You know Grandma Rose left it to me. I don’t plan on selling it.”

	Declan looked around. “Holds good memories.”

	“It sure does.” He glanced at Declan. “It was the one place I could go to get away from you.”

	Declan widened his eyes. “Me? I was the perfect brother.”

	“I can think of other adjectives.”

	“You weren’t exactly an angel.”

	Ramsey opened his mouth to reply when he heard the soft ring of the doorbell from the other room. He looked at his watch. “Who’s that?”

	“It’s not Hannah and Sarah.”

	“No. They won’t be back for a couple of hours.” Ramsey stood and put down his water. He stepped over some wood and headed into the back of his house, went through the kitchen and living area to the front. The doorbell rang again.

	“I’m coming.” He opened the door and stopped. The woman on his doorstep was familiar. “Eve?”

	He’d met her brother Royce a year ago, and not long after, Royce had brought his sisters, Gillian and Eve, over to meet him, Sarah, and the twins. They’d had an interesting night full of eye-opening discussion.

	Eve was wide-eyed and pale. There was blood on her shirt and fingers. “Ramsey.” She called him by his last name, which most people did. She looked to be in shock.

	Ramsey scanned the area. There was no one else around and the only thing out of place was a white Caddy parked in his driveway. “What’s wrong?” He stepped outside.

	“In the car,” she said. “Sarah, is she here?” She gripped her fingers.

	“Eve, you’re not making sense.” He took her elbow. “Come inside. Tell me what’s wrong.”

	She pulled away and took his arm. “No. In the car. Adam is in the car. He needs help.”

	Ramsey glanced at the Caddy. “There’s someone in the car?”

	Declan appeared at the doorway. “What’s going on?” He looked at Eve and narrowed his eyes. “Is that blood?”

	Ramsey nodded. “Appears so. She says there’s someone in the car.”

	“Who is she?”

	“Adam,” said Eve. “Adam is in the car.”

	“Who’s Adam?” asked Declan.

	“Got me,” said Ramsey. He gestured at Declan. “Eve, this is Declan, my step-brother. Declan, this is Eve. Royce’s sister.”

	Eve shook her shaking hands. “He needs help.”

	“Come on,” said Ramsey to Declan. “Eve, why don’t you wait inside.”

	“No. I’m coming with you.”

	Ramsey didn’t argue and walked down the side of the house to the driveway. Declan followed. They approached the car and Ramsey went around to the side. He saw the blood on the passenger door and a slumped figure in the seat. Ramsey wasn’t sure what to make of it. “Declan?”

	There was a brief pause. “It’s safe. Open it.”

	Ramsey popped the door open and squatted. The man in the seat was partially slumped, but Ramsey could make out the dark patch of blood on his shirt and jacket. He looked back at an anxious Eve. “What happened?”

	“Shot. He’s been shot.”

	“He needs to go to a hospital.”

	Eve shook her head. “Can’t. No hospital.”

	“Eve…he’s losing blood. He needs medical attention.”

	Eve shook her head. “I know. But they’re looking for us. They’ll kill us if they find us.”

	Ramsey shot a look at Declan.

	“I didn’t know where else to go. The only thing I could think of was Sarah. She can help him.”

	Ramsey looked at the bleeding man. “You said his name was Adam?”

	“Yes.”

	Adam opened his eyes and blinked. Ramsey leaned farther into the car. “Adam, can you hear me?”

	Adam blinked again but managed to shift his eyes toward Ramsey. Ramsey heard a faint “Yes.”

	Ramsey regarded Declan for a few seconds before Declan nodded at him. Ramsey poked his head back into the car.

	“Adam. My name’s John Ramsey. My brother, Declan, and I are going pull you out and get you inside, okay?”

	He heard a quiet moan of agreement. 

	“C’mon.” Ramsey reached in and pulled on Adam’s elbow to get him to move. Adam grunted but managed to swivel his legs out of the vehicle. Declan and Ramsey each grabbed an arm and helped him stand. His legs buckled briefly but then engaged and Adam was able to walk under his own power with Ramsey and Declan’s assistance.

	“We got you,” said Ramsey. “Let’s go inside.”

	Eve followed.

	“Eve,” said Ramsey. “Run into the house. In the second bedroom is the kid’s room. There’s a futon. Open it up. We’ll put him in there.”

	“What about the kids?” asked Declan.

	“There at Mom’s for the rest of the day. This will do for now.”

	They got Adam inside the house and into the second bedroom just as his legs gave way. Ramsey and Declan lowered him onto the bed before he lost consciousness.

	“Eve,” said Ramsey. “There’s a blanket in the closet. Get it.”

	Eve retrieved a heavy blanket dotted with images of Winnie the Pooh and handed it to Ramsey. He opened the blanket and covered Adam.

	Declan pulled back the covering and checked the wound. “You got some old rags or towels?”

	Ramsey nodded. “In the hall closet.”

	“I’ll get them,” said Eve, running out of the room.

	Declan eyed Ramsey. “You sure about this?”

	Ramsey glowered. “You got any better ideas?”

	“Yes. Call the cops.”

	Ramsey studied Adam, whose eyes were closed. His face was almost white. “What’s your feel on him?”

	Declan studied the injured man. “Nothing good…but nothing bad, either.”

	Eve ran back into the room. “Here.” She handed the towels to Declan, who took them.

	“Thanks.”

	“Eve,” said Ramsey, looking back. “You need to sit. You look like you’re about to pass out on me.”

	“I’m fine.”

	“No, you’re not. Go into the kitchen, clean your hands, get some water, and take a breath.”

	“Ramsey…”

	“Go. Now.”

	Eve stood for a second, then nodded and left the room.

	Declan removed the soiled cloth from beneath Adam’s shirt and replaced it with a fresh towel. “He’s losing a lot of blood.”

	“I know.”

	Declan pressed against the wound, and Adam moaned but didn’t open his eyes. “Your call. Sarah or an ambulance.”

	Ramsey looked at Declan then back toward door. “Damn it.” He patted his back pocket and pulled out a phone. He punched a number and put the phone to his ear. A few seconds passed. “Sarah…” He talked to his wife and explained the situation. She listened and without hesitating, said she and Hannah would be home within the hour. Ramsey hung up and put the phone back in his pocket.

	“You sure?” asked Declan.

	Ramsey grabbed a rag, stood, and went into the adjacent bathroom. He wet it and returned to the bedside where he placed the wet cloth over Adam’s sweaty forehead. “Well, we’ve been in a few sticky situations ourselves where we needed a little extra help. Maybe it’s time to return the favor.”

	Declan added a second towel under the jacket. “You got a belt?”

	Ramsey tipped his head toward the closet. “Got a couple of suits in the closet I rarely wear. Should be a belt in there.”

	Declan stood and retrieved what he needed. He sat back down on the bed and maneuvered the belt behind and around Adam’s shoulder, where he pulled it tight over the towels and hooked it together. “That ought to slow the blood loss. At least until Sarah and Hannah get here.”

	Ramsey nodded.

	Declan prodded him. “How about we go talk to Eve?”

	Ramsey pulled Adam’s covers up. “That’s a good idea.”

	They found Eve sitting at the kitchen table. Her hands were clean and a little shaky, but she wasn’t drinking any water.

	Ramsey walked to the cabinets and opened a lower one. He pulled out a bottle of bourbon and set it on the table. He pulled out three glasses, put them down on the table, and put a small amount of liquor in each.

	“It’s a little early, don’t you think?” asked Declan.

	Eve took hers and shot it back in one gulp.

	“I think that answers your question. “ Ramsey gave her a touch more and put the bottle away.

	Declan took a sip of his as Ramsey sat down and picked up his glass. “Okay. Tell me what’s going on.”

	Eve bit her lip and put her glass down. “Where’s Sarah? Is she coming?”

	“She’s on her way.”

	Eve nodded and studied her glass.

	Declan and Ramsey waited, but Eve sat quiet. Declan reached over and touched her arm, and Eve jumped.

	“Eve?”

	Even though Declan was only a Gray-Line, he possessed the unique ability to read and manipulate energy. It had come in handy on more than one occasion. A few seconds passed with nothing happening until Eve finally offered a weary smile.

	“You’re good.” She took a shaky breath and let it out. “Are you a Red-Line, too?”

	Ramsey snorted. “He wishes.”

	Declan shook his head. “No. Just a Gray.”

	“Just?” asked Ramsey.

	Eve nodded. “You’re strong. Thanks for the pick-me-up.”

	Declan pulled his hand back. “You looked like you needed it.”

	Ramsey sat forward. “Now that you’re feeling a little more grounded, why don’t you tell us what happened? Who is Adam?”

	Eve made a soft chuckle. “He’s a bartender.” The chuckle became a giggle, and then the giggle became full-on laughter as Eve grabbed her belly and tears sprang into her eyes. She wiped at them. “I’m sorry. I’m losing it.”

	Ramsey thought back to a similar situation with Sarah over two years earlier. “You’re not losing it. Just take some deep breaths.”

	She nodded and dabbed at her eyes with a napkin from the table. She took a lungful of air and let it go. “Adam and I saw a murder.” She chuckled again.

	Ramsey wasn’t sure he heard right.

	“What?” asked Declan.

	Her anxious laughter stopped. “My boss, Benny,” said Eve. “He was killed by his son Vince at the bar.” She looked between Declan and Ramsey. “I’m a singer.” She tapped her finger on the table. “Adam and I walked in on it. We managed to get away, but they’ve been chasing us ever since. We holed up in a motel last night, but they found us this morning. We fought them, but Adam was shot. I couldn’t take him to a hospital, or they’d find us.”

	“Why not call the police?” asked Ramsey.

	She pushed back her hair. “Vince, Benny’s son, is mixed up with a bad bunch. I think it’s the mob. He’s in deep. If I call the cops, I suspect Adam and I’d be dead within twenty-four hours.”

	“Crap,” said Ramsey, sitting back in his seat.

	Eve slunked in her seat. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to get you mixed up in this, but I know Sarah can heal Adam. She helped Royce last year when he needed it.”

	“I know,” said Ramsey.

	“As soon as he’s better, we’ll leave. I promise.” Eve bounced her knee and played with her glass.

	Ramsey made eye contact with Declan. “We could call Leroy,” said Declan. “See what he can find out.”

	Ramsey thought about contacting his best friend who worked for the Council. “Not just yet. I’d rather keep this as low profile as possible while we can.” He glanced at Eve. “No one else knows you’re here?”

	Eve shook her head. “No one.”

	Declan raised a brow. “Cell phones. Do you have them?”

	“Turned off,” said Eve. “And the batteries are out.”

	“Nobody followed you?”

	“No.”

	Declan went to the front window. He scanned the area for a second then closed his eyes.

	Ramsey watched. “Anything?”

	Declan opened his eyes. “Nothing.”

	Ramsey tapped at his drink, then shot it back in one gulp. He put the glass down. “Looks like the new addition will have to wait.”

	Declan came back to the table and finished his drink. “You were never going to finish it in time anyway.”

	 

	**

	 

	Thirty minutes later, a car pulled up into the driveway.

	“They’re here,” said Ramsey. He opened the front door as Sarah parked behind the Caddy and she and Hannah got out of the car. Sarah ran up and gave him a quick kiss.

	“You okay?” she asked.

	“I’m great, but I can’t say the same for our guest.”

	“Where is he?” asked Hannah.

	“Kid’s room,” said Ramsey.

	Hannah walked past Sarah, and Ramsey and Sarah followed. 

	They walked in to see Eve sitting on the side of the bed, attempting to get Adam to drink some water. He made a feeble attempt but much of the water dribbled down his chin. Declan greeted them and gave Hannah a hug. “Hey, babe.”

	Hannah squeezed his hand. “How is he?” She let go of his fingers and dropped a bag and her purse on a side chair.

	“It’s a shoulder wound. He’s lost a lot of blood. He’s in and out of consciousness.”

	Hannah walked to the side of the bed. Eve looked up. “I’m trying to give him fluids.”

	“Let me look at him.”

	Eve looked back with wary eyes.

	“She’s a nurse,” said Declan. “It’s okay.”

	Eve stood and gave Hannah room. Hannah sat beside him and checked his vitals, then pulled the covers back and checked the wound. Sarah walked up beside her. “What can I do?”

	Hannah probed the injury, and Adam moaned. “His name’s Adam?” she asked.

	“Yes,” said Ramsey.

	Hannah leaned low. “Adam, I’m going to sit you up and take your jacket off.”

	Adam didn’t answer.

	Declan went to the opposite side of the bed and helped Hannah lift him as she and Sarah pulled his windbreaker off. Adam groaned with the effort.

	“Ramsey, I need my bag.”

	They laid Adam back as Ramsey handed Hannah her medical bag. She opened it and pulled out some scissors. “I’m going to cut off your t-shirt, Adam.”

	Adam barely grunted in response. A trickle of sweat ran down his face from the effort of removing the jacket. Sarah wiped it with a wet cloth.

	Hannah cut the shirt and removed it. Adam was sweaty and shaky. Hannah took his temperature. “Wipe down his neck and chest,” she said. “He’s burning up.”

	Eve stood in the corner, wringing her hands.

	Sarah rewet the cloth in the bathroom sink and took Declan’s place on the other side of the bed. She moved the rag over his damp skin.

	“Why don’t we wait in the kitchen,” said Ramsey, eyeing Eve.

	“No, I’m fine.”

	Hannah checked the shoulder again. “The bullet’s still in him.”

	“What?” said Eve.

	“There’s no exit wound.”

	“Terrific,” said Ramsey.

	Eve hugged herself and closed her eyes.

	Hannah looked at Ramsey and Declan. “How do you want to handle this?”

	Ramsey looked at his wife, who looked at Eve. “Who is he?”

	“He’s a bartender,” said Ramsey.

	Eve bit her lip and nodded.

	Declan spoke up. “Adam and Eve…” He stopped when he realized what he’d said. He softly chuckled and shook his head. “Our friends here witnessed a murder. Now they’re on the run.”

	“Why not go to…” she started.

	“It’s a mob hit. They don’t trust the police,” answered Ramsey.

	“A mob hit?” asked Hannah. “Are you kidding me?”

	“No. I’m not kidding,” said Eve, dropping her arms. “I didn’t know where else to go.” She looked at Sarah. “You helped Royce. I thought, if you could help him.” Her face fell. “I promise. I don’t want to make trouble. I’ll leave as soon—” She pursed her lips as she tried to control her emotions.

	Sarah turned toward Hannah. “Can you get the bullet out?”

	Hannah probed some more. “I’ll need more supplies.” She looked at Declan. “Can you drive to the office?”

	Declan straightened. “Just tell me what you need.”

	“How long will it take to get what Hannah needs?” Sarah asked.

	“Thirty minutes, tops.” He stepped away from the wall.

	Sarah spoke to Hannah. “If you can extract the bullet, then I can do the rest.”

	Hannah covered Adam with the blanket. “I’ll write down a list of what to get.”

	Sarah stood and walked over to Eve. “Let’s go sit.” Eve nodded and left the room with Sarah.

	Sarah gestured toward the table, and Eve took a seat. Sarah sat beside her. Ramsey walked in and grabbed a glass. “Anybody else like some water?”

	“Please,” said Sarah.

	“Thanks,” said Eve.

	Sarah watched as he placed the filled glasses in front of them. When he began to sit, she made eye contact with him. He stopped in mid-crouch, and Sarah raised a brow. He glanced at Eve. “On second thought, maybe I’ll go work in the man-cave.” He straightened and took his glass.

	“The what?” asked Sarah.

	“My man-cave. In eighteen years, it’s going to be all mine.”

	Sarah smiled. “Whatever you say, hon. Have fun.”

	Declan appeared from the hallway, holding a piece of paper. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

	Ramsey swiveled mid-step. “You want some company?”

	Declan glanced at the two women. “Sure.”

	“Great. I’m right behind you.” He waved. “Back soon.”

	“Okay.” Sarah took a sip of her water as her husband and Declan left the house. She studied Eve as Eve played with the rim of her cup.

	“So,” she said. “Tell me the details.”

	Eve glanced up. “The details? You mean how I saw my boss murdered by his own son, who used to be my boyfriend, and who has now tried to kill me twice, and almost succeeded with Adam?” She put her face in her palm. “How did I get myself into this mess?”

	“You don’t think the police can help?”

	Eve shook her head. “I know a policeman. He’s doing some digging for me. Right now the police want to talk to me and Adam. They know we were there. I’m trying to wait and see what Tony finds out first.”

	“Tony is your policeman friend?”

	“Yes. I asked him to give us four days. I’m hoping that’s enough time for Tony to shake something from the tree before Adam and I have to go in.”

	“Tell me exactly what happened.”

	Eve sighed and relayed the story to Sarah, all the way up to the point where she’d ended up on Sarah’s doorstep, minus the personal details between her and Adam.

	Sarah sat back. “Sounds like Adam can take care of himself.” She tapped her glass. “And he’s certainly loyal to you.”

	“I tried to get him to leave, but he wouldn’t do it. Said it would be safer to stay together.”

	“What do you know about him?”

	“Not much. He’s a bartender at Benny’s. Fairly new. Quiet. Barely spoke to me until last night on the roof. He’s not from around here, and he’s pretty sheltered. He’s trusting me to do the right thing.”

	Sarah shrugged “That’s a lot of faith to have in someone.”

	“It’s a scary situation. He should have left when he had the chance.”

	“Is that what you wanted?”

	Eve straightened. “I didn’t want any of this. I sure as hell didn’t want Benny dead. He… he…” She looked away.

	“You were close?”

	Eve sniffed. “He was like a father to me.”

	Sarah nodded. “You talk to your family? Tell them you’re okay?”

	Eve waved her hand. “No. I don’t want them to worry, or get them involved. It’s too dangerous.” Her face fell and paled. “Not that I want you to be in danger either. I didn’t mean to jeopardize you…” She shook her head, her face pinched.

	Sarah reached over and took Eve’s hand. “I know what you mean. I’ve been in a similar situation. You don’t want anyone to get hurt, especially the ones you love.”

	Eve closed her eyes. “I don’t know what I would do if that happened.”

	Sarah patted her wrist. “Don’t worry. We’ll figure it out.” Eve opened her eyes and cleared her throat. “We’ll get Adam back on his feet first.”

	“I want justice for Benny.”

	“I’m sure you do. How will you get in touch with your friend?”

	“I told him I’d call after four days.”

	“So we have some time.”

	Eve sat back and took a shaky breath. “I didn’t plan staying here the entire time. As soon as Adam is up and around, we’ll go.”

	“Eve, it’s going to take a few days for him to recover. Even with my help.”

	“But once the bullet’s out…I figured we could leave by tomorrow.”

	Sarah shook her head. “Everyone’s different. Judging by his condition right now, he’s feverish and in shock. Once we get the bullet out, I can ensure he’ll heal, but he’s probably not going to be back up to full speed as quickly as you think.”

	“But you healed Jasper.”

	Sarah recalled helping Royce’s half-brother. “Jasper was a full blooded Red-Line. They tend to heal quickly. It won’t be the same with Adam. He’ll need more time.”

	“But you can heal him, right? You can still help him? He saved my life.”

	Sarah picked up on something else from Eve besides worry. She leaned in. “He do anything else?”

	Eve uncharacteristically blushed.

	Sarah got her answer. “I see.”

	Eve squirmed. “It’s not what you think.”

	“It’s not what I think that matters. It’s what you think.”

	“What happened between us…” Eve played with the edge of the tablecloth. “It didn’t mean anything.”

	“Okay.”

	“I mean, it was just a temporary distraction. We couldn’t sleep.” She rubbed her forehead. “I mean, you know how it is. You just need to take the edge off.”

	“Sure.”

	“It was just that. Nothing more. We had a moment, that’s all.”

	“Great.”

	Eve fiddled with her glass, then clicked her nails against it. “Except that it was a mind-blowing moment. I was shocked by the power of it. I mean, I’ve had great sex before, but this…”

	Sarah tipped her head. “Totally exceeded your wildest expectations?”

	“Yes. I…”

	Sarah waited, but Eve sat there with her mouth open. Sarah spoke for her. “You couldn’t believe it. It was totally unexpected.”

	Eve nodded in agreement. “Yes. He did everything right. I didn’t have to say a word. It was like…”

	Sarah gripped her glass. “The two hands of a clock, each clicking together, perfectly in sync.”

	Eve groaned. “Exactly.” She dropped her hand and looked up. “Wait a minute.”

	Sarah smiled. “How do I know?”

	Eve’s face went from curiosity to despair. “Oh no. Nope. It’s not what you’re going to stay. Just stop right there. It’s not that.” She waved a finger and stood.

	Sarah kept a straight face. “You mean a Binding?”

	Eve put her hands over her ears. “I’m not listening. I didn’t hear it, so it’s like you never said it. La, la, la, laaa.” She made odd noises until she looked over at Sarah who sat quietly at the table. She dropped her hands. “We’re not saying that word.”

	Sarah couldn’t help herself. “You mean the Binding word?”

	Eve’s face fell. “Oh, hell.” She dropped into her seat and stared at the floor. “Is it too late?”

	“Is what too late?”

	“In nine months, will I be singing a lullaby, ready to pull my hair out?”

	Sarah chuckled. “I don’t know. Will you?”

	Eve frowned. “I could really use some help here. Now is not the time to be cryptic.”

	Sarah sipped from her water and considered her answer. “You two had that one moment together?”

	Eve nodded with vigor. “Yes. That’s it. But it’s taken every ounce of strength I have not to jump his bones again. Well, at least until he got shot. That sort of killed the mood.”

	Sarah rested her elbow on the back of the chair. “That’s not long enough for a pregnancy to occur. From what I understand, it’s a twenty-four hour marathon, at least.”

	Eve sighed with what sounded like relief and rested her head in her hands. “Sounds like a lot of fun, if it doesn’t result in procreation.” She raised a hand. “No offense.”

	“None taken.” Sarah stared off, her own memories surfacing. “And it is a lot of fun.” She smiled, thinking of earlier that morning when she’d rolled over and awakened John. “Still is.”

	Eve waited. “Sarah? You there?”

	Sarah brought herself back to the present moment. “Sorry. I got distracted.” Warming, she drank some water. “Anyway, my point here is that a pregnancy is completely up to you.”

	Eve looked baffled. “What do you mean? You got pregnant. So did Gilli.”

	“That was our path. We didn’t take the precautions to stop it.”

	“What precautions? I didn’t think there were any.”

	Sarah sighed. “There are. There always are.”

	“But you didn’t take them.” She grimaced. “Sorry. I don’t mean to insinuate you didn’t want children.”

	Sarah shook her head. “Don’t worry. I know what you mean.” She thought back to that time in her life and her first romantic moments with her husband. “It was different for me. Just like it was for Gillian. We knew what we needed to know at the time. But I firmly believe that if I wasn’t ready to have children, I would have not become pregnant. Same for your sister.

	“Gilli miscarried though.”

	“That’s the tricky part. The power of the Binding can result in unfortunate circumstances if interrupted. But she’s okay?”

	“She’s better. She’s a happy newlywed.”

	“I suspect it won’t be long before she’ll be pregnant again if that’s what she wants.” 

	Eve blinked. “So you’re saying that I don’t have to worry?”

	Sarah rested her elbows on the table. “You forget who you are, Eve. You can speak with animals, read objects, and probably a myriad of other things. What makes you think you don’t have control over your own body?”

	Eve’s jaw dropped. “I won’t get pregnant?”

	“Do you want to get pregnant?”

	Eve sat back, looking dumbfounded. “No, I don’t.”

	“Good. Then you won’t.” Sarah raised her hand. “Doesn’t mean you’re not Binded to Adam though.”

	Eve crossed her arms. “I’m confused. I thought this child thing was a done deal. No exceptions.”

	Water dropped from her glass, and Sarah wiped at it with a napkin. “Not at all. You just need to make a decision and stick to it. If I had to go back and make a different choice, I would have made the same one. John and I were destined to have children. Maybe if you’d asked me at the time, I would have hesitated, but I doubt I would have done anything differently. I’m sure if you asked your sister, she’d feel the same.”

	“I don’t believe this. So I could have…” She stopped and stared off. “Damn.”

	Sarah smiled. “Don’t worry. I think you’ll have ample opportunities to express your interest to Adam.”

	Eve frowned. “Does this mean we’re married or something?”

	Sarah put down the napkin. “No. But I think you’ll find being separated from him will be difficult. A Binding is intense. It combines the energy of two people in such a way that it makes them hard to be apart. It’s a powerful force not easily ended.” She sighed. “Breaking from that energy likely caused your sister’s miscarriage.”

	Eve rubbed her temples and groaned. “I just never thought this would happen to me, and certainly not with a shy, sheltered bartender. I would have never considered him to be my…Bindee, or whatever you call it.”

	“Life is full of surprises.”

	“Especially considering my unique situation.”

	“Indeed.”

	Hannah walked into the room.

	“How is he?” asked Eve.

	Hannah went to the sink and washed her hands. “Hanging in there, but I’ll feel better when I can give him some fluids and get that bullet out of him.”

	Eve stood. “What can I do?”

	Hannah turned off the sink and dried her hands on a towel. “Go sit with him until Declan gets back. I think he’d prefer your company.”

	Eve nodded. “I will.”

	“Keep him cool. We need to keep his fever down.”

	“Okay.” Pausing, she looked back at Sarah. “Thank you.”

	Sarah pushed back her empty glass. “You’re welcome. And don’t worry. You two will get through this.”

	Eve smiled softly, leaving the room.

	Hannah joined Sarah at the table. She watched Eve step out and then turned a worried eye on Sarah.

	Sarah noticed. “What is it?”

	“We may be dealing with more than we bargained for.”

	Sarah tensed. “What do you mean?”

	“He mumbled in his sleep.”

	“So? He’s feverish.”

	“He said, ‘Call Tez. Tell Tez where I am.’”

	“Who’s Tez?”

	“I guess a friend.”

	“What’s wrong with that?”

	Hannah crossed her arms. “He said he had to find Royce. Find Royce and tell Tez.”

	 


Chapter Eleven

	 

	 

	Adam blinked, or at least he thought he did. He couldn’t be certain of anything. In one moment, he was lying back, warm and still. In another, he was in a car, sitting upright, with what felt like a white hot poker grinding into his arm. Then he was back in a bed, in a home he didn’t recognize, with a woman with long russet-colored hair and pretty eyes telling him to be still while she probed his shoulder. He wanted to get up and leave, but she wouldn’t let him. Talking didn’t seem to be an option either. His throat was dry and anything he said only came out as a croak or groan. It seemed each time he blinked, he was somewhere else. The woman disappeared and then he was back on the ship. Tez was going over the plan: get to Earth, meet Eve, find Royce, and then leave. Adam tried to reach out to Tez, to tell his friend where he was, but Tez couldn’t hear him.

	Another blink, and Eve was there. He was hot, sweaty, and shivering, although he was covered in blankets. “Shhh,” she said, wiping his forehead. “You’re going to be all right.”

	He opened his mouth to speak, to tell her to leave him. That he was not worth the effort, but she was so beautiful. Her auburn hair was down, and she pushed a ringlet off her face. All he wanted to do was to hold her close, but another shiver ran through him and he moaned. A searing flare of pain traveled down his arm. He cursed. Looking around, he tried to make sense of his surroundings. With monumental effort, he managed to say the word, “Where?”

	Eve understood. “I brought you to a friend’s house. They’re going to help you. She wiped his neck. “Here. I have some ice.” She reached and brought back a cup. “You want some?”

	If he’d been offered all the Eudoran gold in the universe, he would have turned it down for that one cube. He nodded, and she put it on his tongue. The cold felt like sunshine after a month of rain. He let it melt, and the coolness in his throat made him want to launch into song, like one of those musicals Tez had made him watch.

	He coughed, and the pain ripped through him. Eve’s face turned worried and she put her hand on his chest. “Easy,” she said. “Not much longer.”

	Adam blinked again, and that’s all he remembered.

	 

	**

	 

	Eve paced in the kitchen. Declan and Ramsey had returned an hour ago with Hannah’s supplies. Hannah had quickly prepared the room, sterilizing everything she could. After giving Adam an IV to get some fluids into him, she’d told Eve she was welcome to stay and watch, but Eve chose to wait outside.

	Sarah and Declan had remained to help Hannah, and Ramsey sat with Eve at the kitchen table. He’d offered her something to eat, but she’d declined. She felt sick to her stomach, as if she herself were undergoing the procedure, and she didn’t understand why she felt so anxious.

	Ramsey tapped the table. It was apparent the lack of conversation, along with the waiting, unnerved him as well. “So, Sarah tells me you and Adam Binded.”

	Eve stopped pacing and stared at Ramsey.

	His face fell. “Sorry. To soon?”

	Eve picked up her pacing.

	He sighed. “How’s Gillian?”

	Eve crossed her arms and leaned against a counter. “She’s fine.”

	“Married?”

	Eve nodded.

	“Some tech guy, right? Entrepreneur?”

	She nodded again and stared at the back bedroom door.

	“You like him?”

	“Yes. I do.”

	Ramsey settled back in his seat. “Good.”

	Eve wondered what was taking so long. “Shouldn’t they be done now?”

	Ramsey glanced at the door. “I don’t know. In my vast experience of bullet removals being performed by my wife and sister-in-law in my kid’s room, I’d say we’re right on schedule.”

	Eve pushed off the counter. “Don’t do much of these then?”

	“This would be our first.”

	Eve rubbed her shoulders. “Mine too.”

	“Lucky us.”

	A few more minutes passed. Ramsey helped himself to some juice and made a sandwich but didn’t eat it. Eve continued to pace.

	Finally, the door opened and Hannah stepped out. She held a towel and was drying her hands. Eve stepped forward. “How is he?”

	Hannah dropped the towel on the counter. “Doing okay. His vitals are strong. I got the bullet out and sewed him up. Now it’s up to Sarah.”

	“She’s with him?”

	“You can go in. You won’t disturb her.”

	Declan walked out carrying a plastic bag. Eve could see red streaked cloths through the material. “I’m going to dump this in your bins out back.”

	Ramsey waved a hand. “By all means.”

	Eve headed to the bedroom and poked her head in. Adam was covered up to his neck in blankets, looking peaceful and warm. Sarah sat beside him. Her hands were lightly placed on his shoulder and her eyes were closed.

	“Come in,” she said without opening her eyes.

	Eve stepped in and walked to the bedside. She chewed her lip.

	“He’s doing fine,” said Sarah, answering Eve’s unspoken question.

	Eve nodded. “You’re sure?”

	“He feels great.” She moved her hands to his chest. “I’m working on the infection.” She took a breath. “Trying to bring the fever down.” She stilled, and Eve saw her eyes clench and relax.

	“What? Something wrong?”

	Sarah shook her head. “No. Nothing wrong. Just sorting some things out.”

	Eve continued to watch Sarah work.

	 

	**

	 

	Adam was floating. At some point, the woman with the russet hair had returned, and she’d poked and prodded him some more, but then the pain eased and disappeared, and he felt as if he slept on a cloud, a warm wind soothing him. He was grateful to be pain free. Then another woman appeared. He could see her in his head. Her chestnut, wavy hair brushed her shoulders, but her eyes were closed. Adam settled into the puffy cloud, feeling comfortable and relaxed. His arm stopped throbbing, and his chest felt infused with light. Heat spread through him, but not the type that came with chills. This felt energized, like he’d just come from a morning run. If he hadn’t been so at ease on his cloud, he might have been tempted to wake, find Eve, and do all sorts of fun things with her. Thinking of her made the heat bloom and his whole body buzzed.

	The sensation reminded him of home. When he was young, he’d had a tooth ache and his mother, before she’d abandoned him, had taken him to a Red-Line healer. The mystic woman had put her hands on him and he’d felt the warmth of her energy flood through him.

	He felt the same way now. It was almost as if he was back on Eud—he jolted on the cloud. In his mind, he came awake. Someone was working on him, sending a healing force through him. The energy moved and settled into his bones and joints. Then it shifted. His head began to pulse, and he felt the healing fuel engage, but he realized the risk. Whoever was doing this would read him and know who he was. He instantly shut down and closed himself off from the flow.

	 

	**

	 

	Sarah sucked in a breath and opened her eyes. Eve jumped. “What’s wrong?”

	 Sarah blinked and shook out her hands.

	“Sarah, what’s wrong?”

	Sarah looked up. “It’s okay, Eve. He’s fine. I’m all done.” She stood and walked to the foot of the bed, watching Adam.

	“You don’t look like you’re happy,” said Eve. “Did you find something? Is he still sick?”

	Sarah pulled herself out of her reverie and smiled. “No. Not at all. Just reviewing my process, making sure I didn’t miss anything.” She put a hand on Eve’s shoulder. “Sit with him. He’ll probably sleep for a while, but he should come around soon.”

	Eve nodded, and Sarah left the room.

	His earlier discomfort now gone, Adam looked peaceful, like a child sleeping after a busy day with no nap. She brushed a tendril of hair off his forehead. Now that her initial fear and worry was waning, her fatigue grew. Her muscles felt heavy, and she yawned. Her relief was now translating into exhaustion. Seeing him sleep, she envied his rest, and decided to take advantage of the quiet. She pulled off her shoes and pushed back on the bed. Stretching beside him, she moved against him and put her arm across his midsection. She was careful to avoid his shoulder. Resting her head in the crook of his neck and feeling his body heat warm her, she closed her eyes, and within minutes, was sound asleep.

	 


Chapter Twelve

	 

	 

	“Something’s not right.” Sarah sat at the breakfast table. She’d warmed some soup and Ramsey, Declan, and Hannah all sat with her.

	Ramsey rubbed his eyes. “There are several things not right.”

	The day was turning to night and all of them were weary after the afternoon’s events. Sarah played with her spoon. Sighing, she put it down.

	“Did you say anything to Eve about what Adam said?” asked Hannah. She pulled apart of piece of bread and put it beside her soup bowl.

	Sarah shook her head. “No. Not yet.”

	“Could mean nothing,” said Declan. “It’s likely Eve mentioned she had a brother Royce at some point to Adam. And in his feverish state, Adam somehow put Royce and whoever Tez is together.”

	“Or it could mean that Adam wants to know where Royce is,” said Ramsey. “And if that’s true, then Eve needs to know.” He looked at Sarah, who picked up her spoon again and continued to fiddle with it. “But that’s not what’s bothering you, is it?”

	Sarah stared at her bowl, recalling the healing session with Adam. In her mind’s eye, she retraced her steps, remembering how she’d worked on his shoulder, moved up to his head, and how he’d pulled back from her. “When I was working on him, he felt…” She put the spoon on the table.

	“What?” asked Declan.

	“The shoulder went fine, but when I moved up and worked on his whole body, he sensed me. He cut me off.”

	“Really?” asked Declan.

	“Is that unusual?” asked Ramsey.

	Sarah sat back. “In my experience, yes. That’s never happened before.”

	“That doesn’t mean it couldn’t,” said Hannah.

	“He may be a highly sensitive human, and in his unconscious state, may have been able to access reserves he wouldn’t normally be aware of when he’s conscious. Maybe he sensed an unfamiliar presence and naturally pulled back,” said Declan.

	“Or there’s more to the story,” said Ramsey. “And what he did with you along with the Royce thing means something.” He squinted at her. “What are you not telling us?”

	Sarah glanced at her husband. He was always able to read her with ease. “I’m not sure, but it’s something.” She rubbed her forehead. “The answer is probably staring me in the face.”

	Ramsey stirred his soup. “This is one of those times where I’m happy I’m not a Red-Line.”

	Declan chortled. “I think we’re all happy with that.” Ramsey scowled at him. “But I agree. Gray-Line problems are enough for me.” He took a sip of his soup.

	Sarah sucked in a breath and put her hands on the table.

	“What?” asked Ramsey.

	She thought back, again reviewing her time with Adam, remembering the feel of him.

	“Sarah?” asked Hannah.

	“What’s wrong?” asked Declan.

	Sarah stood, her mind racing. “I know what it is. What I felt. Now I know why he pushed me back.” She grabbed the back of the chair. “He was so strong.”

	“Sarah?” asked Ramsey. “What is it?”

	Sarah stared back at him. “He’s not human. He’s a Gray-Line.”

	 

	**

	 

	Eve snuggled into Adam. Her dreams had been active. Visions played in her mind—chasing her siblings among the trees around their house and playing hide and seek, her dad laughing during his last visit, sharing dinner with Benny on the roof after a busy night at the club, in Adam’s arms during their stay in the motel.

	She blinked and came awake fully. Looking around, she saw the small room with the two empty cribs pushed against the wall. Adam slept beside her. She remembered the previous day, bringing Adam here, removing the bullet, Sarah working on him.

	After Eve had fallen asleep beside him, Hannah had woken her not long after. They managed to rouse Adam enough to check on him, get him to eat some soup, drink some water, and use the bathroom, but then he’d collapsed back into bed, exhausted by the activity.

	Eve had tried some soup as well. She’d eaten nothing all day. Hannah advised her to keep up her strength so Hannah didn’t end up with two patients. Eve complied, and finished most of her dinner. But she felt weary, as if her worry for Adam had sapped all her strength, and as night fell and Hannah left the room to eat her own dinner, Eve fell asleep again next to Adam, and didn’t awake until the sun was breaking through the blinds.

	Sitting up, she looked over at her sleeping companion. He was still out, but his color was better. His shoulder was wrapped. From what she could tell, it looked fine to her. She breathed a sigh of relief, finally feeling confident that Adam would recover. Hopefully, he would be up more today and possibly they would be able to leave tomorrow.

	Eve leaned back against the wall, considering her options. What would they do next? Where would they go? Tony would expect to hear from her in two days. She wondered if he’d been able to talk to Vince. The worry for Adam now returned to worry about her future. Should she go to the police? What about her and Adam? Did she really expect to have a future with him? The Binding between them was not complete. Would it be better to separate now, before their relationship became even more complicated?

	Eve pushed the hair off her face. What she needed was a long hot shower. She eyed the adjacent bathroom and wondered where her suitcase was. Probably still in the car.

	Adam stirred and made a soft groan. His eyes fluttered.

	“Adam?” she whispered.

	He cleared his throat.

	“You awake?”

	His eyes opened. He looked around groggily. “Where am I?” His voice was raspy.

	She shifted beside him. ‘You’re at a friend’s house. You were shot. Do you remember?”

	He moved and grimaced. He pushed the covers off him with his good arm. “The pain is a good reminder.”

	She picked up the glass with a straw on the nightstand. “Here. Drink some.” He took a sip and swallowed. “You need something? Hannah has some pain pills. She gave you one last night.”

	“Hannah? Is she the one who kept poking at me?”

	Eve smiled, glad to see his personality return. “That would be her.”

	Adam took a breath and closed his eyes, as if still half asleep. After a second, his eyes opened wide. “Who was the other one?”

	“Other one? Oh, you mean Sarah.” She couldn’t tell Adam that Sarah was a Red-Line and she’d helped to heal him, but she did her best to explain. “She assisted Hannah.”

	Adam blinked and stared at the ceiling. “Is that all she did?”

	Eve considered how to answer. Had Adam been aware of Sarah working on him? “She’s also a Reiki practitioner. She worked on you while you were out.”

	Adam narrowed his eyes. “What’s that?”

	“Someone who works with energy. They use it and direct it in order to enable healing.”

	Adam looked dubious. “Does it work?”

	“I don’t know. How do you feel?”

	Adam rubbed his face. “Wiped, but at least I’m not shivering.”

	“You were feverish.” She put a palm on his forehead. “You feel much better today.”

	“I could go for a long hot shower.”

	“You and me both.”

	He raised his head and despite his weariness, she swore he was leering at her. “You want to take one together?”

	Heat bloomed. She wished they could. “Why don’t you just focus on getting well? We can talk about future showers later.”

	“A shower with you might work a whole lot better than Reili, or whatever it is.”

	She laughed. “It’s Reiki. And, let’s be honest, a shower with me would sap any remaining strength you have.”

	He sighed. “I’d probably lapse into a coma.”

	“And I’d have to find some way to wake you.”

	He grinned. “I could think of one way.”

	She was sure she was blushing, which surprised her. She rarely blushed.

	“Come here,” he said.

	“I’m sitting right beside you. Where else would you like me to go?”

	He touched her arm and tugged on it. “I want to kiss you.”

	Her belly swirled, and she wondered how she could be so attracted to this man. They barely knew each other. “I have morning breath.”

	His fingers trailed down her arm and over her hand. “So do I.”

	Although her brain told her to hold back, that it was better to stop this Binding before it took hold, she listened to the pull, shifted in the bed, and leaned over him.  He brought his hand up and ran it through her hair, pulling her closer.

	“But I’m willing to risk it,” he said, before raising his head and pressing his lips against hers. She moved closer, allowing him to fall back against the pillow. The kiss was slow and deliberate before the energy began to build and deepen. She slanted her lips over his and found herself wanting to wrap herself around him. His hand slid behind her neck. Their chests touched, and he reached with his other hand to touch her when he moaned, but not with pleasure.

	Eve pulled back, breathless. “You okay?”

	He tried to catch his own breath. “I’m fine. Just pulled my shoulder. No big deal.” He reached out for her, but she sat back.

	“Hold on there. Let’s not start something we can’t finish.”

	He wiggled his brows. “I can make sure you finish.” He rubbed her thigh.

	Hot, white heat surged through her midsection. She considered taking him up on his offer when there was a soft knock on the door. She moved off the bed and smoothed her clothes. She’d slept in her jeans and shirt. “Come in.”

	Sarah poked her head in. “You’re awake?”

	“Yes,” said Eve.

	Sarah stepped into the room, freshly showered, wearing jeans and an oversized sweatshirt. “How’d you sleep?”

	Eve moved away from the bed. “Pretty good. Better than I expected.”

	“How’s Adam?”

	“Much better. He’s…” She turned toward the bed, but was surprised to see Adam’s eyes were closed. “Well, he was awake.”

	“He needs the rest, I’m sure.” Sarah pointed toward the corner of the room. “John brought your bag in from the car. I’m sure you’d like to shower.”

	“That sounds like heaven.”

	“There’s toothpaste, shampoo, and soap in the bathroom. Help yourself.”

	“Thank you.”

	“Hannah will be over soon. She’ll want to check on him. See how he’s doing.”

	“Okay.”

	“And there’s coffee in the kitchen, and I pulled out a coffee cake for breakfast.”

	Eve nodded. “Listen, what you and John have done for us…I don’t know how to thank you.”

	Sarah waved her off. “Don’t worry about it. I’m glad we could help. I just want to be sure you’re okay. You two aren’t out of the woods yet.”

	“No. I know.” Eve rubbed her head. She didn’t want to think about it.

	“Go take your shower.” She glanced back at the bed. “Then we’ll talk.”

	Eve sighed. Her mother had always told her that a good hot shower always helped to sort things out. She’d found that to be true. “I’ll be out soon.”

	“Take your time.” Sarah walked to the door and left.

	 

	**

	 

	Thirty minutes later, Eve emerged from the bedroom, clean and refreshed. Hannah had arrived a few minutes before and was checking on Adam, who appeared to have fallen back to sleep. The thought of a hot cup of coffee spurred Eve to leave Adam for a bit and let him rest. She walked into the kitchen and spied the half-filled pot.

	“Cups are in the cabinet above.” She turned to see Ramsey sitting at the breakfast table, looking relaxed with a mug in his hand. “Cream’s in the fridge.”

	“Thanks.” She reached for a cup and helped herself to the coffee.

	“There’s coffee cake on the counter. Help yourself.”

	Eve took a sip of the hot liquid and sighed. “I’m fine. This is all I need.”

	He nodded and took a sip from his own cup. “How’d you sleep?”

	“Pretty good, considering. You?”

	“Fine, considering.”

	Eve looked around the house. “Where are your kids? Shouldn’t they be here?”

	He scratched his jaw. “We keep them in the basement.” He checked his watch. “It’s almost time for their feeding.”

	Eve cocked her head.

	“Just kidding. My mom’s got them. They stayed with her last night.”

	Eve felt a twinge of guilt. “Sorry. I guess my arrival has upset everyone, hasn’t it?”

	He studied her. “I can’t judge you. I’ve been in a few scrapes myself and had to rely on friends and family. I wasn’t exactly endearing at the time, either.”

	“I want to thank you for helping us out. I don’t know what we would have done otherwise.”

	“You’re welcome.”

	The front door opened and Declan walked in. “Good morning.”

	“Morning,” said Ramsey. “You make your phone call?”

	Declan glanced at Eve. “Sure did.”

	“Everything good?”

	“Where’s Sarah?”

	“In the bedroom. She’ll be out in a sec.”

	“Hannah with Adam?”

	“She is.”

	They shared a look. 

	“Everything okay?” asked Eve.

	The bedroom door opened, and Sarah stepped out and greeted Declan, who helped himself to the coffee.

	Eve sipped from her mug and felt strangely uncomfortable, as if she’d walked in late to a party. She walked to the table and put her cup down. “Something wrong?”

	Sarah glanced at Ramsey, who nodded. Sarah gestured toward her. “Why don’t you have a seat?”

	Alarm bells went off in Eve’s head. She watched Declan come over with his mug and sit at the table, his expression unreadable. Before Eve could respond, the bedroom door opened and Hannah stepped out, closing the door behind her. “He’s healing nicely. Should be up and around in no time.” She stepped up to the table and looked at the group. “Are we about to have this conversation?” She pulled out a chair and sat.

	Icy fear crept up Eve’s spine. “You’re kicking me out, aren’t you?” She clenched her hands. “I’m so sorry. We’ll leave now.” She turned, but Sarah stopped her.

	“That’s not it. We’re not kicking you out.” She sat at the table. “Have a seat and we’ll explain.”

	Eve stared in confusion. What was going on? She slowly sat.

	Sarah paused. “How well do you know Adam?”

	Eve thought that was an odd question. “How long have I known him?”

	“Yes,” said Ramsey.

	Sarah reached over and touched her arm. “There’s a reason we’re asking, trust me.”

	Eve tried not to overreact. “Well, not long. Just a few days.”

	“That’s when he first showed up?” asked Declan.

	Eve shook her head. “No. He started working at Benny’s a couple of months ago, I think.”

	“So not long,” said Ramsey.

	“No,” said Eve. “Why?” Eve watched as the other four at the table looked at each other. “What is going on?”

	“Eve,” said Sarah. “There’s something you need to know.”

	Eve felt a chill move through her and crossed her arms. “What?”

	“Adam’s not who you think he is,” said Sarah.

	 

	**

	 

	Adam opened his eyes. Hannah had just left. He had feigned sleepiness in order to prevent having to talk to her any more than he needed to. She’d checked his wound and his vitals and told him to get some rest. He blinked and stared up at the ceiling. The memory of being read by the other woman, Sarah, still lingered. Something about her felt different, as if he knew she could see all his secrets. If he’d been home, he’d swear she was a Red-Line. That couldn’t be possible though. Even if she was proficient in what Eve called Reiki, he doubted as a human that she’d be able to sense who he was. Still, her skills were impressive, so when she’d entered the room earlier, he’d closed his eyes to avoid talking with her.

	Eve had not returned, and Adam felt his stomach rumble. Hannah had told him she’d bring him something to eat in a bit. He’d acted weaker than he actually was. As a Gray-Line, his recovery would be quicker than a human’s, but he didn’t want to alert them or make them suspicious. He sat up in the bed with a grimace. His shoulder pulled, but the pain was subsiding. He rubbed it and tried to move his arm but sucked in a breath. He wasn’t quite healed yet.

	On shaky legs, he pushed himself up and stood. He managed to use the restroom without falling over and stared at himself in the mirror. His hair was askew and he had stubble on his jaw. His eyes were puffy, but his skin had a healthy color. He eyed the shower, wishing he could take one. He wasn’t sure how he could though with his bad arm.

	Spying a washcloth and soap, he figured he could adequately clean himself up a little. It wasn’t a shower, but it would still feel better than his present state. Smiling in the mirror, he knew he needed to brush his teeth too.

	Stepping out of the bathroom, he saw his shopping bag on the floor near the entrance to the room. Gingerly, he walked over to pick it up. As he passed the door, though, he heard voices. Curious, he listened closely. Thinking he heard his name, he took hold of the knob, turned it, and silently opened the door. The voices from the other room traveled easily. As the conversation continued, he heard his name again.

	 

	**

	 

	“What are you talking about?” asked Eve. “Who exactly is he?” Her mind whirled with possibilities.

	Ramsey sat forward. “He’s a Gray-Line.”

	Eve was grateful she had not sipped her coffee because she would have spit it out. “A what? A Gray-Line? Are you serious?”

	“It’s true,” said Sarah. “I felt it when I worked on him yesterday.”

	Eve could only sit with her mouth open.

	“I wasn’t sure at first. He’s good at keeping himself cloaked. But he sensed me too and pulled away. That’s what triggered it, and I knew.”

	Eve stood. “Knew what? He’d been shot. He was feverish. There could be any number of reasons he pulled back from you. I mean, you’re a Red-Line. I’m sure that kind of energy coursing through anyone could make them pull back.” She shook her head. “But that doesn’t mean he’s a Gray-Line.” She ran a hand through her hair. “That’s ridiculous. Why would a Gray-Line…” She stopped.

	The rest of the group waited. She thought of her brother.

	“Listen,” said Sarah. “This doesn’t necessarily mean anything bad.”

	“That depends,” said Hannah. “Don’t forget what he said.”

	Eve was trying to get her bearings. Adam was a Gray-Line? If that were true, then how had she missed it? She dropped her head, still not understanding. “I don’t know what to say.” She looked at Sarah. “If he is, how come I couldn’t tell?”

	Sarah’s eyes softened. “He’s very good at hiding his identity. That’s why it took me a while to figure it out. If he’d walked in here uninjured, I’m not sure I would have even noticed.”

	Eve squinted. “But the rest of you are Gray-Lines. Wouldn’t you know?”

	“It’s not like we have a badge on our arm,” said Ramsey. “And we don’t have the sensitivities of you and Sarah, so no. We wouldn’t know.”

	Eve paced. “I can’t believe this.” Her mind was still trying to understand. “Who is he then? He’s not a member of your group? Some long-lost cousin or something?”

	“No,” said Declan. “I checked.”

	“He came down here from…wherever,” said Ramsey. “That’s the only explanation.”

	A shockwave rocked her as her suspicions were being confirmed. “He came down here for me? Right? I mean,” she made a sad chuckle, “some random Gray-Line walking around Earth just happens to meet one of only four half Red-Lines on the planet?”

	“I think it would be safe to assume it’s not a coincidence,” said Declan.

	Eve set her jaw. Memories of her morning with Adam raced through her head. Now her attraction to him made more sense. Sucking in a breath, she could still feel his pull on her, and she remembered how good he felt. God, she thought, I’m Binding to a Gray-Line. She closed her eyes.

	“Eve.” Sarah stood. “There may be a perfectly good explanation for this.”

	Eve opened her eyes. She looked at Hannah. “What did he say to you?”

	Hannah looked conflicted. “When he was feverish, he mumbled something about a man named Tez.”

	“You know who that is?” asked Declan.

	Eve shook her head.

	Hannah hesitated. “He said, ‘Find Royce and tell Tez.’”

	Eve froze and felt the color drain from her face.

	 

	**

	 

	Adam cursed. He slowly closed the door. Grabbing the bag, he sat on the edge of the bed and pulled out his phone. Although Eve thought it could not be used, he hovered his hand over it and it buzzed and came to life. Adam quickly punched a button and listened as the call beeped and clicked. Then silence.

	“Damn it, Tez. Answer.”

	Although he knew his twenty-four hour window had long since ended, he had to believe that Tez wouldn’t actually leave without him. They’d known each other too long. He listened as the silence continued and then he heard a double beep. That was his prompt to leave a message.

	“Tez,” he said. “It’s me. Listen. I know you’re wondering where I am. It’s a long story. I got shot. By a gun. Eve brought me to a house and there are people here who helped me. I’ve been out of it since yesterday, but I’m better now.” He paused, unsure of what he wanted to say. “I’m in a bind here, buddy. I still don’t know where Royce is but I’m close. The problem is…” He rubbed his head. “You’re not gonna believe this. I’ve been outed. My cover’s blown. Eve knows who I am.” He paused again, trying to sort out his jumbled thoughts. “There are others like us here. In this house. Other Grays. There must be a community here. But there’s something else you’re not going to believe. One of them is a Red-Line like Eve and her siblings. She healed me and discovered who I was.” He shook his head, shocked at his own words. “I’m completely baffled, and I’m not sure how to handle this.”

	He tried to think. He was rambling, but he sensed he was running out of time. He thought of Eve. His desire for her was real, and he didn’t want to lose her, but he had to be realistic. He couldn’t stay here. His shoulder, and his heart, ached. “I’m coming in. This job is over. There’s no way she’s going to trust me now. I’ll find a way to get to the ship by tonight. And then we’ll leave. Just wait for me, okay?”

	There was no answer. Sighing, he hung up.

	 

	**

	 

	“Eve?” asked Sarah.

	“He said ‘Royce’?” asked Eve. “You’re sure?”

	“Had you mentioned Royce to him before?” asked Ramsey.

	Eve thought back through her muddled thoughts. “Yes. I told him I had a brother and sister.”

	“That may be all it is then,” said Hannah. “In his fevered state, he may have just been muttering rubbish. It probably didn’t mean anything.”

	Eve looked around the table. “Do you all believe that?”

	Nobody answered.

	Eve turned and headed for the bedroom door.

	“Eve, wait,” said Sarah.

	“Oh, boy,” said Ramsey.

	Eve threw open the bedroom door. Adam was sitting on the bed, his shopping bag in his hand.

	“Well,” she said, “look who’s up.”

	He put the bag down. “Eve…”

	“Eve what?”

	His face was flat. “I know you know.”

	“So you’re not going to deny it?”

	He shook his head. “No.”

	“You’re a Gray-Line?”

	“I am.”

	Sarah stepped inside with Ramsey behind her. Declan and Hannah stood at the door.

	Adam regarded them. “You’re Grays too?”

	“We are,” said Ramsey.

	He looked at Sarah. “You’re obviously a Red-Line.”

	“Half-Red-Line,” she answered.

	He flexed his arm. “You did a nice job.”

	Ramsey stepped forward. “Before Miss Eve here unleashes her fury and contemplates your demise, I’d like to know if your presence here puts my family at risk, because if it does, I’m going to kill you first, and Eve can have the scraps.”

	Adam raised a palm. “No. Your family is not at risk.”

	Ramsey glowered at him and then looked at Declan. Declan nodded. Ramsey stepped back and took Sarah’s hand. “Eve. He’s all yours. We’ll let you two talk.”

	 


Chapter Thirteen

	 

	 

	Adam didn’t know what to say.  Eve glared at him as if he was refusing her food after a week-long fast.

	“Why?” she finally asked. “Who are you?”

	“Eve…I…”

	She cocked her head. “You what? Please think about what you’re about to say. Don’t sit there and lie to me. I think I’ve had enough of that.”

	Adam shifted on the bed. He put the shopping bag down. “There’s a reason I’m here.”

	“Enlighten me.”

	“I came to meet you.”

	She crossed her arms.

	He tried to think of how to explain. “I’ll start from the beginning. I came with my friend Tez a few months ago. My mission was to get employed, blend in, and meet you. I already knew you worked at Benny’s. I practiced some bartending skills and got the job.”

	“Mission? Did you say mission?”

	Adam held his breath. This would be the hard part. “Yes. I did. I was assigned.”

	She paced, her feet stomping. “I can’t believe this. That whole time at Benny’s, you were there because of me? Watching me?”

	“Yes.” Adam saw no point in denying it.

	“And the night up on the roof?” She sucked in a breath. “Wait a minute. That’s how I read you? That’s how you knew about Jerry, isn’t it? That he was seeing someone else?”

	“Well, that had more to do with hearing him on the phone, but the part about you picking it up from me? Yes. I was pissed and my guard slipped a bit.”

	“Son-of-a…”

	“I went up to the roof to meet you because I finally got up the nerve to talk to you. I could never do it before.” He chuckled. “You intimidated me.”

	Eve didn’t smile.

	Adam’s face dropped. “Then Benny happened…and you know the rest.”

	She waved a hand. “Whoa. Wait one second. I know the rest? How about the huge missing piece you conveniently left out? Why? What did you hope to gain by meeting me?”

	Adam hesitated. “I needed to know a few things.”

	She squinted. “Like what? My favorite food? What I like to wear at night?”

	Adam thought of their time at the motel. Despite the situation, heat bloomed in his gut.

	Eve straightened and spoke softly. “Don’t you dare even go there.”

	“Eve, I’m limited to what I can say…”

	Her eyes widened. “You’re what? You’re limited?” She out her hands on her hips. “How about the fact that I’m Royce’s sister? Would that have anything to do with it?”

	Adam tensed.

	“Yes. You got a little mouthy when you were out of it. Told Hannah you needed to find Royce and tell Tez.” Adam didn’t respond, and she pushed further. “Why, Adam? Why do you need to find Royce? And think very carefully before you answer.”

	“I don’t have to think carefully because I can’t tell you why.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“I wasn’t told why. All I was supposed to do was secure his location and report back.”

	Eve studied him, nodding. “I see. You’re supposed to hook up with sister Eve, get cozy, get in her pants, and make her spill the location of her brother to the sexy bartender who’s made her swoon with desire. Then, once you have what you want, dump her and leave. Then tell some elusive leader where Royce is so they can do who knows what to him. Is that it?”

	Adam opened his mouth but couldn’t deny it. He shook his head, knowing how it looked. “It’s close enough.”

	Eve set her jaw. She turned away, and he thought he heard her mumble. “And to think I was Binding with you.” She hung her head. “I’m so stupid.”

	Adam sat straight. “What did you say? You thought what?” His stomach flipped. “Did you say Binding?”

	She turned back. “It doesn’t matter. It’s over now.”

	“Eve…”

	“So, this whole thing with Vince, how’d you plan on dealing with that?”

	He wanted to talk about the Binding part, but she’d moved on. “Vince was a shock to me just like it was to you. I’ve just been trying to stay alive.”

	“Gave you a great opportunity to get to me, didn’t it? Bed the poor, scared sister?”

	He shook his head. “What happened between us…”

	She waved. “Spare me the ‘it meant something’ talk. You and I both know it was just sex. I wanted it just as much as you did. I just wish I’d known I was sleeping with a two-faced liar.”

	Adam groaned. “Maybe this sounds bad right now, but I like you. I like being with you. The sex was great, and I’ll admit, at the time, I’d hoped to learn Royce’s location. I was…am…very conflicted. At this point, I don’t know what I want. Right now, I just want us to get out of this and make sure you’re safe.”

	She pointed. “You’re conflicted?”

	He ran a hand through his hair and closed his eyes. “This is a mess.”

	She paused. “You closed the door.”

	He opened his eyes. “What?”

	“On Saul. In the room at the motel. It just hit me. It distracted Vince. It’s how we got the upper hand.”

	He struggled to keep up with the change in subject. He thought back. “Yes. I find that under certain circumstances, I can summon the energy required to get out of a tight spot.”

	She nodded and narrowed her eyes. “How’s that working for you right now?”

	He sighed. “Not very well.”

	“No kidding.”

	“Eve, please…I’m sorry.”

	She squared her shoulders. “Forget it. I’ll make this simple for you. Get up, get clean, and get your stuff. We’re leaving. We’ve put these people through enough. And now they’re worried about you and your presence here. And I’m the one who brought you. We’ve all had experiences with others like us that have not been positive and now they have to worry about mobsters on top of that. They don’t need any more upheaval.”

	“Where will we go?”

	“We’re not going anywhere. I’m dropping you off at the nearest bus station. Then you can find your way back to your ship and get the hell out of here. You can report back to your cronies that you failed in your mission. After that, who cares?”

	Adam wanted to argue with her. “What about you?”

	“I’ll do what I always do. Take care of myself.” Her face went dark. “It appears that’s the one thing we have in common. We’re both good at it.”

	“Eve…”

	She walked to the door. “I’m leaving in fifteen minutes. Be ready.” She opened the door and slammed it behind her.

	 

	**

	 

	“Here, take this,” said Declan.

	Eve raised her head. Feeling sick, she’d sat the table and put her head in her hands. She expected to see a shot of some liquor similar to the one Ramsey had given her yesterday, but it was a phone. She took it.

	“It’s a burner phone, with a few tweaks. You can use it without fear of being tracked.” He reached into a pocket and pulled out his card. “This is how you can reach me. Use it if you need to.”

	She held the card. “Thank you, but I think I’ve asked enough of you.”

	“Don’t be afraid to request help,” said Sarah.

	“I already did. You were all there for me and I appreciate it, but it’s time for us to go.”

	“There’s something else you need to be aware of,” said Declan.

	Eve couldn’t imagine what else.

	Declan opened a newspaper on the table. He turned a few pages and pointed to a small article on the bottom corner. “They’re looking for you.”

	Eve scanned the headline: “Couple Sought in Death of Bar Owner.”

	Her shoulders dropped. “Hell.”

	“It says you’re suspects in his death. The police are looking for both of you.”

	Eve groaned. What Tony had warned her about had come true. She realized that despite the risks, she was going to have to turn herself in. If Tony had learned nothing from Vince, then it would be the only way to get this straightened out. She thought of her brother and wished he were there. God, she missed him.

	Taking a deep breath, she sat up. She pushed her hair back. “Okay.”

	“What are you going to do?” asked Sarah.

	“I’m going to drop off Adam and then I’m going to the police.”

	“You’re sure?” asked Ramsey.

	“I don’t think I have a choice.”

	“You want us to do some digging?” asked Declan. “In my line of work, I might be able to help.”

	Eve played with the tip of the card. “Sorry if I should know this, but what exactly is your line of work?”

	“I’ve managed the security of the Council for a while now,” said Declan.

	“He’s good in a crisis,” said Ramsey. “He can be trusted.”

	Eve nodded and put the card in her pocket.  “You don’t need to do any digging. That’s the last thing I want. You’ve risked enough with us being in this house. I’ll be fine. I always am.”

	“What about him?” Ramsey tilted his head at the bedroom door. “You gonna let him fly away and you take all the heat?”

	She laughed softly. “Maybe I’ll blame him for the whole thing. He’ll be long gone, so what will it matter?”

	There was a pause. “It’s not a bad idea,” said Declan.

	“I’m kidding.”

	“He deserves it, for lying to you,” said Ramsey.

	“Maybe so, but I can’t lie about what happened. Vince is the one who needs to be punished. Adam didn’t kill Benny. And he helped save my life. I can’t deny that.”

	“You get any indication of why he wants to find Royce?” asked Ramsey.

	“No.” Eve shook her head. She looked at Sarah. “Did you?”

	“No,” said Sarah. “I couldn’t read that from him.”

	“He says he doesn’t know. Just that he was told to get his location.”

	“If he’s lower on the chain, he probably isn’t privy to that information,” said Declan.

	“My fear is,” she started. “Well, you know what my fear is.”

	Ramsey agreed. “The whole High Child thing. Royce would be next in line. He’s considered a threat.”

	“Yes.”

	“Well, Adam’s mission failed. He can’t tell them anything,” said Eve.

	“I know, but what happens after that?” asked Ramsey. “I don’t think the people who want Royce will give up so easily.”

	No one said anything, and before anyone could, the bedroom door opened and Adam stepped out. He’d cleaned himself up and wore a fresh set of clothes. He favored his wounded arm and held it against his torso.

	The conversation ended. Hannah opened a bag and pulled something out. She walked over to Adam. “Here. It’s a sling. You can wear it till your shoulder’s better.”

	He let her slide the sling over his neck and around his shoulder. “Thanks,” he said, relaxing his arm. He looked around the room, his face flat. “Listen. I’m sorry about lying. I know how this may look. I just want you all to know I don’t mean you any harm. I was supposed to be long gone by now.”

	“With my brother’s location snug in your pocket,” said Eve.

	“How much were you going to get for the information?” asked Ramsey. “I assume this is a paid gig.”

	Adam’s face fell. “A lot.”

	“I bet,” said Declan.

	“You know who Royce is? Why he’s important?” asked Ramsey.

	Adam shrugged. “I don’t know anything, other than Eve is his sister, and she would be the most likely to know something.”

	“What happens if you don’t find him?” asked Declan.

	“I don’t know that either.”

	“It means no paycheck,” said Eve. She stood. “I’ll get my suitcase.” She walked by him without making eye contact. She grabbed her bag and purse and stood by the door.

	Sarah retrieved two plastic bags from the kitchen. “Here. It’s not much, but I packed some food.”

	Eve took a bag and so did Adam. “Thank you,” said Eve. After a brief hesitation, she gave Sarah a hug.

	Sarah spoke in her ear. “Please be careful.”

	Eve felt her chest constrict. Leaving the warmth and safety of a kind home was harder than she expected. “I will. Don’t worry.”

	“Use Declan’s card if you need to. He can help.”

	Eve gave her a squeeze. “I will.”

	They let go and said their goodbyes to the rest of the group. Five minutes later, they were on the road. Adam sat beside her as she drove.

	“You going to talk to me?” he asked.

	She studied the road. “Nothing to talk about.”

	“Where are we going?”

	“Like I said, to the nearest bus station.”

	“What happens after that?”

	Eve shifted in her seat. Adam’s nearness was making her uncomfortable. That damn attraction to him would not go away. She forced herself to focus. “You go home, and I go to the police.”

	“Let me go with you.”

	She looked over at him. “Don’t be stupid. What are you going to do when they ask for your personal details? Huh? You going to give them your home address?”

	“I’m staying in an apartment. I accomplished that much.”

	“Don’t be naïve. They’re going to check back all the way to your childhood. They’ll want to know everything. After they talk to you, you’ll become their prime suspect.” She swung into a gas station. “We need some gas.”

	“What about Tony? Shouldn’t you talk to him first? You told him you would. What if he found out something important?”

	Eve considered that. She had the burner phone that Declan had given her. Maybe it wasn’t a bad idea. 

	Adam popped the door open. “I’ll get the gas. You call him.” He stepped out and closed the door.

	Eve dug through her purse and found the phone. Thankfully, she and her siblings were good with numbers. She recalled his contact information and dialed. Tony picked up on the second ring.

	 

	**

	 

	Adam hopped back in the car. After pumping the gas, he had bought bottled water for the two of them. He felt the need to do something. The guilt ate at him and now that the time was nearing for him to go, he began to dread it. The thought of leaving Eve and never seeing her again made his stomach hurt. He didn’t even know if Tez was still here.

	He put the water by his feet. Despite everything, he still felt himself react to her. Obviously, his body had other plans than his brain. He remembered what she’d said. Had she actually started to Bind with him? His heart thumped at the thought, but he realized the implications. Maybe it was better to end this before it got started.

	“Eve, before you drop me off, I need to say something. I know you don’t believe me, but I care about you. Maybe more than I planned to. And I want to be sure you’re okay. If I could, I’d stay and take the heat with you. I just want to be sure Vince won’t get near you.”

	He waited for her to answer, but she just stared through the windshield. Looking closer, he noticed she was pale. She held the burner phone in her lap.

	“Eve? What’s wrong? Did you talk to Tony?” He waited. “Eve?” He touched her arm.

	That roused her. She looked over at him, her face sullen. She started the car. “I’m going to drop you off.” She pulled away from the pump.

	“What did Tony say?” asked Adam.

	“Nothing,” she said quietly.

	He knew that wasn’t true. “Damn it. What’s going on?”

	She was quiet until she pulled up to the curb a few blocks down. “Here’s the bus stop.”

	He looked across the street to see a bench and a couple of people waiting beside it. He looked back at Eve, who was still shaken. “I’m not getting out of this car until you tell me what’s wrong.”

	She gripped the wheel. “Dixie’s in the hospital. Somebody came after her.”

	“What? Who?”

	“Vince and his goons.”

	“You’re sure?”

	She wiped at her eye and Adam wished he could reach out to her, but he knew she’d rebuff him. “Eve…”

	“They beat her up, took the dogs. She’s at St. Mary’s.”

	“She’s at church?”

	Eve let out a frustrated breath. “No. The hospital.”

	Adam sat back and thought about it. “How did they even know she was your friend?”

	Eve paused. “They must have asked around. Talked to the neighbors.”

	“They’re trying to get to you, aren’t they?”

	“Yes. It’s my fault.” She bit her lip.

	Adam didn’t know what to say. “You know what they’re doing don’t you? They’re trying to find you through Dixie.”

	She nodded but didn’t answer.

	“You can’t go to the hospital. They’ll be waiting for you.”

	She looked over with watery eyes. “The bus will be here soon. You need to go.”

	“No. I can’t leave like this.” He reached over and took her hand. She pulled it away as if he’d shocked her. “I want to help.”

	“You can’t help, Adam.” She wiped at her face. “Vince wants to meet. I’m going to go.”

	“You can’t do that Eve. He’ll kill you.”

	“I have to. I’m putting everyone at risk until I do.”

	“It’s a death sentence.”

	“Get out of the car.”

	Adam held his breath. “Where are you going? You going to meet him in the hospital? Does Tony know?”

	She shook her head. “No. Tony doesn’t know anything. He thinks I’m going to turn myself in.”

	“Then how do you know where Vince is?”

	She stared out the window. “Because I know where he wants to meet. Dixie told Tony that Vince took my dogs with him. He wanted to take them back to where they came from.”

	“You’re not making any sense.”

	She shot a look at him. “I know where that is. That was a message to me.” She sniffed. “Get out. I need to go.”

	“You can’t go alone. Let me go with you.”

	“No. You’ve done enough.”

	“I can help. You know I can.”

	“No. You can’t. He’ll be ready this time. We got away before, but he won’t let it happen again. He’ll make sure of that.” A bus pulled up at the corner. “You have to leave Adam. Go home.” Her eyes softened. “I…”

	“You what?”

	She swallowed. “Nothing. Never mind. Just please go.” She wiped at another tear.

	Adam’s heart thumped again. He hated leaving her, but she wasn’t going to let him stay. He opened the door but paused. “I’m sorry. I wish…I wish I’d handled things differently.” He resisted the urge to reach out and touch her. “I wish you trusted me.”

	She made a strangled sound. “Don’t.” She paused. “Please.”

	Something twisted in his heart. Nodding, he pushed the door open and stepped out. As soon as he closed the door, she hit the gas and was gone.

	He watched Mike’s car disappear around the corner. Spying the bus, he made up his mind. He ran across the street and hopped on.

	“Morning,” said the driver.

	Adam didn’t waste time. “How do I get to St. Mary’s hospital?”

	 


Chapter Fourteen

	 

	 

	Two hours later, Adam hopped out of a taxi and ran into the lobby of the hospital. It had taken two bus rides and a cab to get him here, but he’d made it. He approached the registration desk and asked for Dixie Royal’s room. They sent him up to the fourth floor and the nurses there pointed him toward room 412.

	On the way up in the elevator, he discarded the sling. His shoulder was sore but he ignored the discomfort. His worry for Eve was far more painful. Finding Dixie’s room, he knocked on the door and heard a quiet “Come in.” Pushing the door open, he saw Dixie lying in the bed. She had a black, swollen eye and her jaw was bruised. Despite her injuries, she sported a blonde wig swept up in a twist. Someone sat with her. It was a woman with jet black hair and heavy make-up, but on closer look, Adam knew this woman was like Dixie.

	Seeing Adam, Dixie’s jaw dropped and the visitor stood. She wore a slim black dress and yellow high-heeled shoes and was as tall as Adam.

	“Adam, honey? Is that you?” asked Dixie.

	Adam came in to the room. “Dixie? You okay?”

	Dixie tried to raise herself, but she stopped and grimaced.

	The woman put a hand on her shoulder. “What are you doing, Dix? You’ll strain yourself.” 

	Dixie waived her off. “I’m fine, Daisy. Stop fussing over me.”

	“You damn near had your head knocked off, girl. You need to be still.”

	Adam found the bed controls and raised the bed.

	Dixie sat back with a heavy breath. “Thank you, honey. That’s better.” She patted Adam’s hand. Daisy gave Adam a dubious look. “Daisy, this is Adam.”

	Daisy looked him over. “He your new beau?”

	“Oh, heavens no, honey. He’s with Evie.” She looked behind him. “Is she here?”

	“Evie always did get the pretty ones,” said Daisy.

	Adam didn’t bother to correct her. “She’s not with me.”

	Her eyes widened. “She isn’t? Why not? What happened? Is she okay?” She gripped her side and winced. “Damn these ribs.”

	“Dixie, was it Vince? Did he do this?” asked Adam.

	The pain seemed to subside, and Dixie relaxed. “Bastard took me by surprise. I never saw it coming. I came home last night after spending it with my handsome new suitor and they were there.” She sighed. “I’m just glad I came up alone. I’d hate to think what they might have done to my man.” She fanned her face. “It makes me sweat, and I don’t like to sweat, unless I’m having fun at the same time.”

	“Dixie, where did Vince take Eve’s dogs?”

	Dixie scrunched her face. “The dogs?” She looked worried. “Is that what this is about? Eve and those dogs. She’s wondering where they are.” She looked back toward the door. “Is Eve afraid to come in? She’s worried about Vince, isn’t she?” Her face turned fearful. “Is he waiting for her? He’s using me, isn’t he?” She pushed up again. “He’s looking for her and knows she’ll come. Oh, sugar. I should have suspected. Poor Evie. You tell her to stay away.”

	“Listen. It’s too late for that. Eve has gone to meet Vince.”

	“What?” Dixie held her ribs but managed to pull up and grab Adam’s wrist. “She can’t do that. Vince is crazy. He’ll kill her.”

	“I know that. That’s why I need your help. You told Tony that Vince said he’s going to take Eve’s dogs home. What does that mean?”

	Dixie’s eyes narrowed. “The dogs? Why are we talking about the dogs? We have to call Tony and tell him.”

	“Tony can’t help unless we know where to look. Eve said she knew what Vince meant and that it was a message to her. That’s where she’s headed.”

	“Then why aren’t you with her?”

	“She wouldn’t let me go. She went alone.”

	“Oh, Evie.” She laid back on the pillow. “She’s so damn headstrong.”

	“Where, Dixie?” He resisted the urge to yell because he knew he didn’t have much time. ”Do you know what Vince meant?”

	Dixie shook her head. “I don’t know where the dogs…” She stopped and stared off. “Wait a minute.”

	“What is it?”

	Dixie’s eyes shifted as she thought. “Eve told me once…something about where she got them.”

	“Where?”

	“A few years back. Eve said she found them.” She paused.

	“Yes?”

	“She was on a weekend trip. In the woods at a cabin. She was with a man. Said she heard barking and went outside. She saw the animals. Said it looked like they’d been on their own for a while, likely dumped on the side of the road. She took them in and she’s had them ever since.”

	“Where is this cabin?”

	“I…I don’t know.” 

	“Think. She must have told you.”

	Dixie paused. “In the woods. She said they were in the woods.”

	“I know that, but where?”

	“Oh, sugar, I’m trying to think.” She closed her eyes. “Wait.” She opened them again. “There’s a place her brother told her about. A place she could go to get away for a bit. I think that’s where she was.”

	The mention of Eve’s brother didn’t intrigue Adam at all. Dixie could have told him Royce was in her closet and he wouldn’t have cared. He just wanted to get to Eve before Vince did. 

	“Dixie, we don’t have much time.”

	 She held up a hand. “Pondera Forest.”

	“Pon…what?”

	“It’s not far from here. Up in the hills. In a wooded area. There are cabins. That’s where. She invited me once, but honey, do I look like a woodsy gal?”

	“How do I find it?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“I do.”

	They looked at Daisy, who studied a nail.

	Dixie swatted at her. “Tell us. This is Evie we’re talking about.”

	Daisy rubbed her arm where Dixie smacked her. “You don’t have to be bitchy about it.”

	“Daisy…you want to borrow my red pumps again?”

	Daisy raised a brow. “Fine. I stayed with Carl up there. Last year. It’s about an hour north, off the main highway. You’ll see the signs once you get close.”

	“How do I find out which cabin?” asked Adam.

	“There’s a main house where you go to register. I’m sure they can tell you, especially if she’s been there more than once.”

	Dixie shifted in the bed. “I’m calling Tony.”

	“No,” said Adam. “No Tony.”

	“What are you talking about?”

	“Because…” Adam wasn’t sure what to say. The last thing he wanted was for Tony to show up with the cavalry. Vince was a hothead, and he didn’t want Eve getting caught in the crossfire. Plus, if Eve was right and the police couldn’t be trusted, he wasn’t exactly sure they would want her to escape alive, Tony or no Tony. Something told him he needed to go on his own, and once he got Evie out, then call for help. “Because he can’t be trusted.”

	“Really?” asked Daisy.

	“What? Of course he can,” said Dixie.

	“I’m not saying he’d hurt Eve, but he’s the reason Vince found us at Mike’s.”

	Dixie’s painted brows rose. Apparently, a bruised face still warranted sculpted brows. “He’d never tell anyone where Eve was.”

	“They followed him. He didn’t know it. His fondness for her blinds him to the risks.”

	“But it’s Tony.”

	“I can take care of it. I’ve dealt with Vince a couple of times now. I’ll make sure she’s okay, but I have to go now.”

	“But it’s just you.”

	“Exactly. I can sneak in and get the upper hand, plus I have a few surprises up my sleeve. You bring in Tony and a group of cops, Vince is likely to start shooting.”

	Dixie studied him. “How will you get there?”

	“I…” He hadn’t considered that. “Hell.”

	Dixie looked at Daisy. “Give him your car.”

	Daisy looked blankly at Dixie. “You’re kidding. I will not.”

	Dixie swatted at her again. “You think I was bad before? Honey, you’re about to see me in epic bitch mode. Now give him your keys, or I’ll tell Carl all about your fetish for high-heeled shoes and what you did to Steve with them.” She pointed. “Which you better not have done with my red pumps, or you owe me a pair of shoes.”

	Daisy’s jaw dropped. “You wouldn’t.”

	Dixie looked around. “Where’s the phone?”

	Daisy’s face flattened. “Fine.” She picked up her pink suede purse, dug around and pulled out a purple key chain. “Here. It’s the red convertible out front.”

	Adam grabbed the keys and turned to leave. “It’s got tacky animal print seats,” said Dixie. Daisy frowned. “You can’t miss it.”

	“Thanks,” said Adam.

	“You bring her back safe, Adam, or you’ll deal with me.”

	“I will.”

	“I’ll give you one hour, then I’m calling Tony.”

	Adam hoped that was enough time. “Deal.” He ran out of the room.

	 

	**

	 

	Eve pulled up in front of the cabin. A black car with tinted windows was parked in the pebbled driveway. Stopping Mike’s Caddy, she killed the engine and sat. It was quiet. A soft rain gave the woods a dull, misty look and the cloudy skies threatened more showers. From what she could see, no one was in the other car. She suspected Vince was waiting for her inside. 

	She’d made a few stops before arriving here. If she didn’t make it out of this, then she needed to take care of a few things first. She’d wanted to talk to her family, but she knew that phone call would be too hard, so she’d written notes to explain everything. Then she’d written to Tony, telling him the details about what had happened since that fateful moment in Benny’s office. If he could do anything to stop Vince, then Eve knew he would.

	Sitting in the car, she considered her options. There weren’t many. Going after Dixie was Vince’s way of telling her that anyone Eve cared about was at risk. Her only plan was to go in and talk to him, maybe get him to see reason. But he’d already killed his father. So, killing an old girlfriend wouldn’t be a big leap. The only leverage she might have would be the supposed papers and safety deposit box she’d told Benny about, but neither existed. It had only been her attempt to buy time and make Vince think twice.

	She massaged her neck. Her story would not stand under scrutiny for long. If Vince demanded to know more and she had nothing to show for it, she’d be back to square one. Remembering something, she opened her purse, dug through a pocket, and pulled out a small gold key. It unlocked Dixie’s storage unit. Dixie had asked her to keep a copy since she’d kept misplacing hers. Holding it in her hand, Eve wondered if it could work. Could she convince Vince there was some mysterious box? If they believed the deposit box existed, they’d want to take her to the bank to open it. Then what?

	Eve was just going to have to trust fate. There was only so much she could do.

	She closed her eyes and rubbed her hand. Despite everything, the tingle of energy from Adam’s touch still lingered. Just thinking about it made her body react.  She cursed Bindings and tried to think of something else.

	An image of her dogs, Ginger and Fred, popped into her head. She focused in on them and knew they were inside. Vince would use them against her, but she had the upper hand there. Communicating with animals maybe wasn’t as sexy as Gilli’s intuition or Royce’s telekinesis, but there were obvious advantages.

	Dropping Dixie’s key back into her purse, she said a quick prayer, and opened the car door.

	 

	**

	 

	Adam hit the gas pedal and drove the convertible onto the highway. Time was running short. If he was too late, he’d walk in only to find Eve dead and Vince gone. He forced himself not to think of that scenario. It made his stomach lurch.

	He wondered how he’d found himself rushing to help a woman he hardly knew. He’d never planned on falling in love, especially not with someone from another planet. In his experience, love only meant pain and betrayal. He told himself that this wasn’t about love; he only wanted to ensure her safety before he left. He didn’t need her blood on his hands because his soul was tormented enough. Once he took care of Vince, he would get Eve to Tony, and then he was gone.

	Thinking of leaving, he wondered if it was still an option. He picked up his phone and dialed Tez again. If his friend had truly left, then Adam would be spending the rest of his days as a lonely Earth man. But he and Tez went way back. His friend had a temper and could be dramatic, but Adam hoped their long standing friendship would be enough to keep Tez around.

	It rang several times with no answer. Cursing, and dodging traffic, Adam was about to hang up when he heard an audible click.

	“Hello, Tez?”

	There was a brief pause. “You better have good news for me. I hope I didn’t hang around for nothing.”

	Adam breathed a sigh of relief. “You’re still here. I knew it. Did you get my message?”

	“Adam. Do you or do you not have Royce’s location?”

	Adam tried not to care that his friend had little concern for Adam’s situation. “Listen. I need your help. Eve’s in trouble.”

	“I don’t care. Do you know—”

	“Shut up, Tez. I’m telling you I need your assistance. What are you here for if I can’t count on you? You want to know where Royce is, then make yourself useful. Eve is going to meet Vince and is going to get herself killed. If that happens, then there will be zero opportunity to find her brother.”

	“Zero is a strong word. She has a sister.”

	Anger bubbled up. “We have invested too much time in this assignment to start over. You know that and so do I. So stop being part of the problem. You want to know how to find him? Saving Eve’s life will go a long way toward greasing the wheels.”

	“I’m not too sure of that. And we’re overdue by two weeks. I feel fairly sure our catastrophic failure is secure. I don’t even know that we’ll have anything to go back to.”

	“Stop being so final. How about we do something that makes us feel good for once?”

	“That doesn’t pay the bills.”

	Adam swerved around a car, whose driver blared its horn. “There will be other jobs.”

	“Not after this.”

	“You don’t know that. And I don’t have time to argue about it.”

	“Where are you? We need to leave. I should have left two days ago.”

	“I’m on my way to Pondera Forest. There are cabins there. Eve’s on her way to meet Vince, who is going to kill her unless I can get there and stop it.”

	“You’ll only get yourself killed too. You need to turn around and come back.”

	“I’m not leaving until I know she’s safe.”

	There was a pause. “I knew it. You’ve fallen for her.”

	Adam gritted his teeth.  “I need you to get up here. You can use the ship. It’s a wooded area so it will be easy to hide.”

	Tez chuckled. “You want me to risk detection to save your girlfriend?”

	Adam gripped the wheel. “How about to save me?”

	Another pause. “You’re not in danger, Adam. You walk in there, you do it alone. I gave you a second chance, but I’m not giving you a third. We came here to find Royce Fletcher. I don’t care about Eve Fletcher, her boss, or her problems.”

	“What about me? Do you care about me?”

	Adam heard a muffled curse. “One hour. You’re either here or you’re not. But either way, I’m gone.” The line clicked and went dead.

	“Tez?” Adam listened, but there was only silence. “Tez?”      

	Adam threw the phone into the passenger seat and stared at the road, passing another car. After a few quiet seconds, he punched the accelerator.

	

	**

	 

	Eve approached the door. It was slightly ajar and she didn’t bother to knock. Pushing it open, she peered inside. The last time she’d been here had been two years earlier with Vince, shortly before she’d left him. On a walk, they’d found two dogs in the woods, obviously abandoned. Eve took them in. As she entered the front room, she heard yapping, and Fred and Ginger bounded toward her, their little legs moving fast.

	Eve stooped to greet them, glad to see they were unharmed. Looking up, she saw the familiar living area with a worn brown leather couch and an old wooden coffee table. The kitchen remained unchanged with its yellow countertops and dull gray linoleum. The only sign that someone was there was a lighted candle on the nicked dining table.

	The bedroom door opened and Vince stepped out into the room. He looked tired, as if he hadn’t slept since this ordeal began, but his clothes were fresh and he was clean shaven. He was wiping his hands with a towel, and he threw it onto a dining chair.

	“I see you got my message.”

	She tried to breathe steadily. “You didn’t need to hurt Dixie.”

	“Would you be here if I hadn’t?”

	Eve didn’t answer. She looked around. “You alone?”

	Vince put his hands on his hips. “Are you?”

	“I sent Adam away. He’s not here.”

	“He left you to fend for yourself?” He chuckled. “You always did know how to pick ‘em.”

	She clasped her fingers to keep them from shaking. “Present company included.”

	He held out his hands. “I never said I was a saint.”

	Before she could respond, Saul walked into the cabin behind her and shut the door. Her heart thumped faster.

	“Looks like the gang’s all here,” said Vince. He walked to the dining table and pulled out a chair. Eve noticed there was a folder on the table with a pen next to it. “Have a seat.”

	Saul remained by the front door while Eve walked to the table. “What do you want, Vince?”

	“I want you to sit. We need to talk.”

	She looked at Saul, but his face held no expression, and she sat at the table. Vince joined her. He dragged the folder and pushed it in front of her. “I need you to sign something for me.”

	Eve was confused. She didn’t know what to expect when she entered the cabin but it hadn’t been this. “What is it?”

	Vince glanced at Saul. “Turns out it’s a good thing I didn’t kill you a couple of days ago. I would have put myself in an awful bind.” He patted the papers. “I talked to dad’s attorney. After an hour of gentle coaxing, he told me something interesting.”

	Eve felt a shiver run through her. “What?”

	Vince smiled, and the room felt heavy with anticipation. “Dad left the bar to you.”

	Eve dropped her jaw. “He did what?”

	His smile evaporated. “My father left everything he had to you.” He rubbed his chin. “Not me.”

	Eve shook her head. “He left it to me? That can’t be true.”

	Vince leaned forward, his face flat. “You two must have been very close.” He touched her arm. “Guess Dad and I were able to share something together.”

	Eve reared back. “Stop it. That’s not true and you know it.”

	Vince relaxed. “To be honest, Eve, I don’t really care. Right now, I’m just tired. Tired of this whole ordeal. Tired of chasing you and your boyfriend. Tired of worrying.” He pointed at the folder. “All I want you to do is sign the damn papers. Then I’m going to shoot you and your dogs. And then I can live a happy life.” He picked up the pen. “Here you go.”

	Eve stared at him. Her mind flipped through a myriad of possibilities of what to do, but none of them were effective. She stared at the pen. The only thing she could do was keep talking. “What am I signing?”

	He sighed. “What does it matter? You’ll be dead soon.” When she didn’t respond, he answered her. “Fine. You’re signing the bar over to me.”

	She tried to understand. “But if I’m dead, won’t you get it anyway?”

	His face flickered with anger. “Damn it. Can’t you do anything without having to ask a million questions?”

	“If I’m going to die because of this, the least you could do is humor me.”

	He tapped at the table. “Dad put in a loophole. If you were unable to assume control, then the bar goes to the sisters of St. Julian, where they can do with it what they will. Which means they’ll sell it and take the money.”

	“What makes you think I wouldn’t do that?”

	The tapping became more rapid. “You don’t seem to understand. I don’t give a shit about the bar, but it belongs to me.” He shot a thumb at himself. “Not you. And sure as hell not to a pack of nuns.”

	“They’re women, not wolves.”

	He slammed his hand on the table, and Eve jumped. He stood from his seat and loomed over her. “That bar is mine. I need it.” His face was pale, and she could see a sheen of sweat on his forehead. “So you’re going to ensure that I get it. Whether you’re dead or alive.” He tipped his head. “But you’ll be dead.”

	Her mind raced. She used the only thing she had. “What about the safety deposit box? I have the key remember? It won’t be much use if I’m dead.”

	Vince grinned and leaned low. “Nice try, sweetheart. There is no box. Dad’s attorney knew nothing about it. So as far as I’m concerned, it doesn’t exist. And with you gone, box or no box, it won’t matter. All I need is your John Hancock.” He tapped the folder and straightened.

	Something didn’t make sense. “This is about money?” She stared at him as his eyes narrowed at her. “What have you gotten yourself into?”

	He laughed softly and ran a hand through his hair. “All you need to know is that I have debts and I intend to pay them.” He grabbed the folder and shook it at her. “Now sign the damn papers.” He patted his jacket pocket. “And don’t even think about tearing them up because I’ve got a second copy, and if I have to use them, you’ll be signing with broken fingers.”

	She glanced over at Saul, who still stood at the door with his hands clasped in front of him, looking as if he was waiting for a table at a restaurant. Eve thought of Benny. What would he want her to do? She looked back at Vince and set her shoulders. “No.”

	Vince glared, and a gust of energy erupted from him. Before she could react, he drew his hand back and slapped her across the face. Her head reared back with the impact. Her cheek went numb, and she blinked watery eyes. The dogs immediately started barking, but she sent out a silent message for them to be still. They sat but continued to watch. Holding her face, she watched Vince step back. He stared at her, his face stony.

	“What did Dad call you? Spark?” He took hold of his fingers and cracked his knuckles. “That’s fitting.” He looked toward the door. “Saul?”

	Still holding her now burning cheek, Eve watched Saul turn and walk out the front door. He came back carrying a jug. He popped the lid open.

	Vince sighed. “That’s gasoline. I’m going to douse you and the cabin. Then I’m going to light you up. But first,” he looked over at Fred and Ginger, “I’m going to start with the dogs.”

	Eve widened her eyes in horror as Vince picked up the candle and took a step toward the animals. Saul walked closer, too, holding the jug out. “Wait!” she said.

	Vince stopped and turned. “You sign now, I’ll shoot you quick and easy and then we’ll burn the place down. The mutts can head back into the woods for all I care. You give me a hard time, then you and the dogs burn first. But not in that order.”

	Eve stared at the man she’d once called her boyfriend. How had she never seen his madness? How could she have shared a bed with someone like this? “Vince…”

	“You’ve got sixty seconds, Spark.” He nodded at Saul, who began to pour the gasoline onto the floor. The dogs jumped and whined but remained in place.

	Sweat trickled down her back. She tried to think. Either way, she was dead. There was no way out. She had known going into this that she would likely die, but she must have harbored some hope that Vince would spare her, or she’d find a way out. But that hope was dwindling.

	Saul continued to sprinkle gas over the floor. Scanning the room, she saw Saul had left the front door ajar. Seeing an opportunity, she sent out a quick mental message and made it urgent. In response, the dogs jumped up and ran for the door. They darted through it and were gone before Vince barely had the chance to frown.

	“The dogs! Damn it. Saul, get the dogs.”

	Nearing the kitchen, Saul straightened, dropped the jug, and ran out the door behind Fred and Ginger. The jug toppled and spilled, spraying gas. Eve jumped up, and Vince, avoiding the flammable liquid, stumbled back.  The distraction was her only chance. Using the only thing she could find, she picked up the wooden dining chair and swung it at Vince. Vince saw it coming and raised his arms in defense. The chair hit him with a smack, knocking him backward into the wall. The chair crashed to the ground as Eve made a run for the exit.

	Before she could get there, though, Vince caught her arm and yanked her back. Swinging out, she fought to get away and hit the candle Vince held dead on. It flew from his hand and hit the floor with a thud. There was a quick burst of ignition, and then the floor turned red with flames.

	 


Chapter Fifteen

	 

	 

	The shock of the fire bursting into life caused Vince to let go of her and leap back. Eve darted for the door, scampered down the porch steps, and dashed into the woods, grateful that the trees still held their leaves and would provide her with coverage. She didn’t look behind her. If Vince was on her heels, it wouldn’t make her run any faster.

	She ran deep into the woods, dodging trees, roots, and shrubs. Using her hands, she swiped at the branches that whacked at her face. Breathing hard, she risked a quick glance behind her. No one was there. Holding her side, she jumped over a few more roots, found a healthy bush, and squatted behind it, catching her breath. Waiting, she watched. 

	Thinking of her dogs, she sent out a silent message, hoping they were okay. There was nothing at first, but then she received a weak communication. They weren’t far. They’d found a small stream and were drinking water. Saul was not there.

	Peering around the shrub, she listened as her breathing slowed and her heart began to return to a more normal rhythm. She began to debate her options when she heard a noise. There was a rustling and then the sound of footfalls. Looking between the leaves, she held her breath when she saw Vince running through the trees. She froze. Her cover behind the shrub only partially concealed her, and if Vince looked her way, she would be seen. 

	Looking around, she hoped to find somewhere else to go, but saw no path that would conceal her. Hearing noise, she glanced back and her heart rate zoomed upward when Vince ran up to a tree only three feet from her. He stopped and rested a hand against the trunk, his breathing rapid as he looked around.

	Eve didn’t move. She was squatted low. He was standing, looking at eye level.

	Moving in a circle, he scanned the trees. Eve prayed when he turned in her direction, asking whatever spiritual being that might be in the area to hide her from his sight. He continued to look and then, shaking his head, found a nearby fallen log, sat, and rested his elbows on his knees.

	Eve watched and wondered what to do. Wait him out? Run for it? Find a dead branch and knock him over the head? She swallowed and tried not to inhale or exhale, thinking he would hear. She jumped when Vince made a snort. Peering through the shrub, she saw him smiling. The smile became a chuckle and then became laughter.  Holding his side, he looked straight toward her hiding place, reached under his jacket, pulled out a gun, and stopped laughing.

	“You gonna come out, or do you want me to shoot you through the leaves?”

	 

	**

	 

	Adam drove down the pebbled drive at a frantic pace. The tires skidded but gripped again, and rocks hit the underside of the vehicle. He came to a stop next to Mike’s car. There was another car parked beside it. His mind raced, but he didn’t think for long. Dark smoke was drifting out of the cabin and into the sky, and looking closely, he could see orange flickers of light through the windows.

	He jumped out of the car. “Eve!” He ran up to the porch. The front door was open, but fire enveloped the interior. There was no way he could access the house. He scanned the inside, but he saw no one. “Eve!” he yelled again. If she was in the cabin, then it was too late. There was no way he could get to her.

	Refusing to believe the worst, he turned and looked around the area. He jumped off the porch but saw no one in the woods. Fear twisted his insides. God, no, he thought to himself. Seeing the dark car, though, he felt a ray of hope. Vince was still here. He hadn’t left. Had Eve somehow escaped? Envisioning her running away, he checked the ground. A small part of his heart thumped when he saw footprints in the dirt leading into the woods. Small ones as well as larger ones. Without thinking, he ran into the trees, following the trail.

	 

	**

	 

	Eve’s breath caught. Her prayers had gone unanswered. Moving slowly, she stood and moved out from the shrub. He chuckled again.

	“Ah, Eve. Looks like your luck has finally run out.” He stood with a groan and held the gun on her.

	Despite her situation, she refused to back down. “I still haven’t signed the papers.”

	His smile fell, and he took a couple of steps toward her. “Not yet.” He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out the folded sheets. “Dad always said to be prepared.” He shook the paper at her. “Now you’re going to sign them.”

	She bit her bottom lip. “Vince, listen. What about this? I sell the bar. I give you the money. Whatever you need. I don’t care. I don’t want it.”

	He frowned. “We’ve gone way past that. Right now, you’re wanted for murder. Once you talk to the police, you’ll implicate me. Either way, one of us is going down. And it’s not going to be me.”

	She wrung her hands. “We can figure something out.”

	The side of his lip rose. “What are we going to figure out? Are you not going to turn me in? Are you going to go to jail for me?”

	“Vince…”

	“Are you going to blame your pretty boyfriend? Let him take the brunt?”

	She shook her head.

	“This is the only option. You sign. I get the bar. Then I have to kill you. Then I go my way. You get the blame for Dad, but it won’t matter, because you’ll be dead.”

	She shivered. “That won’t work. They’ll figure it out. Too much has happened. What about the cabin?”

	He glanced back. “It’s not a big deal. It looks suspicious, but it will only shed more doubt on you. Your car will be here. Not mine. Saul and I will be long gone.”

	“Tony will know.”

	He cocked his head. “Your other boyfriend? Come on. Who do you think you’re dealing with? A few well-placed pieces of evidence could implicate him just as well. It wouldn’t be hard to make it look like he was in on it with you.”

	Icy fear crawled up her spine. “You can’t leave me dead out here. That alone will be suspicious. People know I came to meet you.”

	He fumbled in his jacket and found a pen. “People? You mean Dixie? She’ll be defending her friend who she believes to be innocent. Big deal. Especially when you’ll be found with the gun in your hand. The same gun that killed my father. It will look like a murder-suicide. Not so uncommon these days. Once that happens and they read the will, I’ll produce the signed papers, and voila, the bar’s all mine.” He tipped his head. “It’s a little more convoluted than I planned, but it still gets the same result.”

	She stepped back as he stepped closer. “How will you explain how you have the papers? That would imply you’d seen me.”

	He paused and thought about it. “You were despondent over Benny. You knew he’d left the bar to you but your guilt wouldn’t allow you to keep it. So before you offed yourself, you signed the bar over to me, the rightful heir, mailed the papers to me, and came to the cabin to end it. You doused it in gas, but chickened out and ran for it. Then you shot yourself out here.” He smiled. “It’s perfect.”

	Eve’s mind raced. “I won’t sign the papers. You may kill me, but you won’t get the bar. I can do that much for Benny.”

	He grinned. “You want to play it that way? Fine. My first stop after I leave here is Dixie. Then what’s your sister’s name?” He raised a brow. “Gillian, isn’t it? She’s the next stop.” He smiled when her eyes widened. “You take from me and I take from you.”

	At the mention of her sister, something unexplainable coursed through Eve. She had a temper, but Royce had always been known as the hot head. But with Vince’s threats, a blinding rage sliced through her. She clenched her fists, and before she could think twice, raced forward and launched herself at Vince.

	The move took him by surprise. He flinched and pulled the trigger. The gun discharged, and Eve swore she felt the ripple of air against her skin as the bullet passed her cheek. Before Vince could fire again, she tackled him to the ground. He fought, but anger fueled her. She punched and kicked at him, using everything she had to obliterate him. She wanted to decimate him, make him cower. All of her frustration, worry, and fear came out as she beat on him.

	Flailing, Vince dropped the gun. He cursed and managed to grab one of her arms. With her straddling him, he rolled and tried to pin her to the ground, but she bucked against him. The flat of her palm connected with his cheek. Letting go of her, he began to hit back. Eve managed to deflect him until he grabbed onto her throat and squeezed. Her airway closed, and she clenched at his wrists as she kicked with her feet, but she couldn’t get him off. Squeezing harder, he loomed over her, sweating and breathing hard.

	“Damn it Eve. Why do you have to make this so difficult?”

	Eve struggled but could not get away. Spots began to swim in her vision, and she fought to find air. Desperate, she began to accept her fate. She would die in some forest where no one would find her body for months. Shoving against him, she fought, but he was too big. Her body began to weaken, and she clawed at his face, but it made no difference. Shutting her eyes and gasping, Eve prepared to die.

	In the chaos, one sound penetrated her senses. It was the click of a gun and the sound of a voice. “Get off of her. Now.”


Chapter Sixteen

	 

	 

	Eve opened her eyes and saw Adam pointing Vince’s gun at Vince’s head. Vince glanced back but still held his grip.

	Adam kicked out hard, connecting with Vince’s midsection. Eve heard a deep grunt and then Vince was off of her. Beautiful, crisp, cool air filled Eve’s lungs as she inhaled. She rolled away from Vince and managed to get to her knees and elbows, gasping and coughing.

	Still holding the gun on Vince, Adam crouched beside her. “You okay?”

	Eve nodded, sure she was pale as the chalky rocks in the dirt. She pushed up on shaky hands and tried to steady her breath, but leaning over, she continued to cough.

	Glancing at Vince, she saw him in a similar position, only holding his gut. He began to try and get his feet under him, but Adam stepped close and kicked him again. Vince let out a muffled curse and fell back onto the ground.

	“How does it feel?” asked Adam. “Not too good, huh?” He kicked him again in the side. “Maybe you should pick on somebody else.” Another kick and Vince rolled on his back and moaned. He attempted to push up, but Adam put his foot against Vince’s throat. He pressed down, and Vince grabbed Adam’s ankle and gagged. “I ought to shoot you right here.”

	Vince held out a hand. “No. Don’t,” he said weakly. He winced as Adam pushed harder with his foot.

	“Why not?” asked Adam.

	Eve managed to sit back on her heels. “Adam.”

	Adam leaned over and put the muzzle against Vince’s forehead. “Your brains will splatter all over the forest floor and the squirrels can eat them for dinner. Although I suspect they’ll prefer your nuts. What do you think?”

	Eve rubbed her throat. “Adam. Stop.” Her voice was rough.

	That seemed to penetrate. He straightened, taking the gun off Vince’s head, but still pointing it at Vince. “He was going to kill you.”

	Eve tried to stand, but her legs were trembling. “But he didn’t. We can take him to Tony. Turn him in.”

	“We can’t trust him. He’ll try to get away. And if he does, he’ll come after you.” He stared at Vince, who still held his foot. “He deserves to die.”

	Eve managed to get on her feet and hold on to a tree trunk for balance. “You can’t do it because you’re not like him. You don’t kill people.”

	Adam grimaced but continued to point the gun and hold Vince down. After a brief pause, he spoke. “How do you know I’m not?”

	Eve cleared her throat, trying to speak. “Because I know you. Despite whatever our circumstances may be, you’re a good man.” She hesitated. “Don’t become a bad one.”

	The gun wavered. Adam’s face blanched, and Eve hoped she’d gotten through to him. No matter what Vince had done, or tried to do, she didn’t want him to die at their hands. She knew it would haunt them for the rest of their lives. “Please.”

	Adam took his heel off of Vince’s throat but kept the gun on him. Vince gasped as he sucked in air and grabbed his neck. Adam stepped back. “Dixie was going to call Tony. Tell him where we were.” He stood beside Eve. “You sure you’re okay?”

	Eve nodded. It hurt to swallow, and she was sure she would sport a vibrant bruise on her neck, but she was breathing, which was all that mattered. “I’ll live.”

	The cock of a gun sounded behind them and another voice spoke. “I’m not too sure about that.”

	Vince began to laugh.

	 

	**

	 

	Adam turned, swiveling the gun, and saw Saul pointing a pistol at him.

	Saul straightened his aim. “Drop it.”

	Adam hesitated, and Saul grinned. He pointed his weapon at Eve. “I’ll shoot her first.”

	Adam didn’t hesitate and tossed his gun into the shrubs. Vince got up, rubbing his neck, and picked it up. He shoved it into his waistband and stooped to pick up some papers that had fallen into the dirt. He brushed them off and found the pen next to a scrubby root. Standing with the items in one hand, he stepped closer.

	Adam didn’t move as Vince got close, sneered at him, and without speaking, punched him in the face. Adam stepped back but didn’t fall. White pain flared in his head, and he grabbed his nose, feeling warm liquid on his fingers.

	“Vince,” said Eve.

	Vince stared hard at Adam. “Who’s nuts are the squirrels gonna eat now, asshole?”

	Adam stared back, nose bleeding, wishing he’d pulled the trigger. “At least they’ll find mine. I suspect they’d have to do some searching to find yours.”

	Saul chuckled, and Vince’s face fell. He pulled his gun out of his waistband and pointed it at Eve. “I don’t think you’re really in a position to make jokes right now.”

	Adam’s blood went cold. It was the same feeling he’d had when he’d found Vince strangling Eve. Adam had been searching the woods, fearing the worst, when he’d heard a gun discharge. Running toward the sound and seeing the scuffle, he’d almost charged Vince when he’d seen the weapon on the ground. The same weapon that was now pointed at Eve.

	He faced Vince. “Kill me. Not her. Let her go.”

	Vince shook his head. “Oh, I’ll kill you all right. But first,” he glanced at Eve, “she’s got some signing to do.”

	Eve stared at the sheets Vince held out. She went even paler. “No.”

	Vince’s brow furrowed, and his face went red. “I’m tired of messing around.” He stepped toward Adam and kicked him in the back of the leg. Adam grunted and went down on his knees, and Vince cocked the gun against his head. “You’re going to sign or I’m going to shoot him right in front of you.”

	Eve dropped her jaw. She locked eyes with Adam.

	“Don’t do it, Eve,” said Adam.

	Vince pushed the muzzle against Adam’s head. Adam shut his eyes. He thought of his family and Tez, but the one who had broken his heart was Eve. He hated that he’d let her down. He opened his eyes again and watched her, willing her to understand.

	Eve held his gaze, looking stricken, and raised a hand. “Give me the papers.”

	Adam shook his head. “Eve, no. He’ll still kill us.”

	Vince handed the papers and pen to Eve. “Shut up, pretty boy.”

	Eve took them with shaky fingers. Her neck was beginning to show the marks from Vince’s fingers, and that made Adam seeth. He tried to think of anything he could do to get them out of this situation.

	The wind began to pick up, and the branches began to sway as the shrubs rustled. Adam looked around. So did the others. The wind grew in intensity, causing the trees to arch and bend. Leaves swirled, and Eve’s hair blew back. Adam put up a hand to protect his face as the dirt got caught up in the wind.

	Vince and Saul continued to hold their weapons, but they watched to see what was causing the sudden change in weather.

	The gun still pointed at his head, Adam was ready to tackle Vince when he realized what was occurring. Just feet from them, the woods began to splay open as the wind intensity pushed back everything within a small circle.

	Vince and Saul couldn’t help but stare as a small, tubular, silver craft descended and landed in a rocky space.

	Adam looked over to see Eve, Saul, and Vince, mouths open in surprise and squinting against the wind. He could have grabbed at Vince’s gun, but Saul still had his. If the man reacted, Eve was still in the line of fire. Right now, the craft in front of them commanded everyone’s attention, so Adam held back. He kept an eye on Saul and Vince and waited to see what would happen.

	The wind decreased, and the only sound was the soft whirring of the ship. Saul and Vince kept staring, and Vince shifted his position so he could keep the gun on Adam and face the strange vehicle at the same time. Saul kept his gun on Eve, but all his attention was on the unexpected arrival.

	The whirring stopped and everything went still. No birds chirped and the wind died completely.

	“What the hell?” asked Vince.

	“What is that?” asked Saul. 

	Vince pushed harder with the gun on Adam’s head. “Don’t get any ideas.”

	“You think it’s the cops?” asked Saul.

	Vince smirked. “Since when do the cops land crafts in the middle of the woods?”

	“Maybe it’s a spacecraft,” said Adam. He looked at Eve. She met his gaze, and he sent a silent message to her, hoping she’d get it. He didn’t have much experience with telepathy, but he was finding under stressful circumstances, he could rise to the task. When she raised an eyebrow at him, he knew she’d received it.

	Vince sneered at him. “Maybe I ought to shoot you right now.”

	Before anything could happen, they all turned when the side of the craft slid open and a ramp emerged and dropped to the ground.

	Adam held his breath.

	“What the…’ asked Vince.

	Saul took a step back. “Vince?”

	Vince started to answer but stopped when a figure emerged. Adam widened his eyes when a creature with a large bald head, unnaturally long arms, and huge round eyes walked briskly down the ramp toward the four of them.

	Vince reacted first. He swiveled the gun and pointed it toward the strange being. Saul did the same. Adam lunged at Vince, taking him down to the ground. Vince’s gun discharged into the air, but Adam got his hands on him and directed a blazing heat flare into Vince’s side. Vince grunted and went still. Seeing Vince was unconscious, Adam turned just in time to see Saul step back, the weapon still trained on the visitor. He fired two shots that deflected off the creature. The being approached Saul, who tried to run, but tripped on a branch and fell backwards. As the being reached him, Saul screamed and scrambled back, but the being touched him and Saul jerked and went limp.

	Eve didn’t move. She stared as the strange creature faced her. Adam got up and kicked Vince’s gun away. Ensuring Vince and Saul were no longer a threat, he walked up to the stranger and looked him up and down.

	“Where did you find that?” he asked.

	The being raised his long arms, grabbed the side of its head, and lifted. The head came off with the sound of Velcro separating, and Tez stood there, looking sweaty with his dark hair askew. “I was going to bring it back with me. I find it funny that this is how they portray us.” He held the head under his arm.

	Adam shook his head. “Since when did you have time to shop?”

	Tez frowned. “What exactly was I supposed to do while I was waiting for you? Watch birds and climb trees?”

	Adam walked over and kicked Saul’s gun away.

	“Um,” said Eve, looking pale. “You want to introduce me?”

	Adam walked over to her. “Eve Fletcher. Meet my partner, Tez.”

	Tez nodded. He dropped the head on the ground and kicked off the rest of the costume. Once it was off, he balled it together and picked it up.

	“I suppose I should thank you,” said Eve.

	Tez remained distant. “Thank him.” He glanced at Adam.

	“How’d you dodge the bullets?” asked Adam. “He aimed right at you.”

	“I used the ship’s deflectors. Set them up so I had a range I could operate within before they could hit me.”

	“Smart.”

	“I thought so.”

	Eve looked between them and pointed. “You two came together?”

	“We did,” said Tez. He looked at Adam. “You get what we came for?”

	A kernel of fear flickered in Adam’s chest. “Tez…”

	Tez’s face dropped. “I’ll take that as a no.”

	Adam could see Eve straighten. 

	“What’s that?” she asked, looking at Adam. “Is this about Royce?”

	Adam put a hand on Eve’s elbow. The familiar electricity between them flickered, and she pulled back. “Eve...”

	“Yes. It’s about Royce,” said Tez, ignoring Adam. “Your brother. We came here to find him.”

	“What for?”

	“Tez…” Adam stepped forward, intent on speaking to his partner before he could say more.

	“Because he’s the High Child.”

	Eve flicked her eyes at Adam. “So, you do know my family. And my father.”

	“Yes. We know,” said Tez. “Roma sent us.”

	“Roma?”

	“Your half-sister.”

	Eve’s face flattened. “Why? What does she want with Royce?”

	Adam stepped forward. “Tez…stop.”

	Tez continued. “She’s High Leader now. And she wants it to stay that way.”

	Eve’s eyes narrowed, and she swallowed. “Where’s my father?”

	“Ousted. He was voted out six months ago.”

	“Is he alive?”

	“Yes,” said Adam.

	“Don’t know,” said Tez at the same time.

	“You don’t know he’s dead,” said Adam sharply.

	“And you don’t know he’s alive. He hasn’t been seen in public since his departure.”

	Eve’s jaw jutted forward. “So Roma sent you to kill my brother.”

	“No, that’s not true,” Adam.

	“More or less,” said Tez.

	Adam shot a fiery glare at Tez. “Stop it. We weren’t here to kill him and you know it.”

	Tez glared back. “What do you think Roma was planning to do with the information once she had it? Throw him a ‘Welcome to Eudora’ party?”

	“You’re thinking the worst.”

	“And you…as they say here…are burying your head in the dirt, or sand, or something. You know Roma and what she’s capable of.”

	Eve shut her eyes.

	Adam stepped forward. “Eve. Listen.”

	She opened her eyes. “You knew. All along you knew.”

	“Let me explain.”

	Her eyes went dark and before he could answer, she stepped close and slapped him across the face. She was breathing hard. “You told me you knew nothing. That you were only supposed to find Royce. But you knew who I was, who Royce was, who my father was. You knew everything.”

	He shook his head, feeling his whole body deflate. “You don’t understand.”

	“I understand.” She blinked watery eyes, and Adam’s heart thumped. “You lied to me. Again.”

	“Eve—”

	“Would you have killed him, if you’d found him?”

	“No.”

	She shook her head. “You’re lying again.”

	“No, I’m not.”

	“I was wrong about you.”

	He tried to keep up. He wanted to say more, to explain, but the words wouldn’t form. “Please listen…”

	“I told you that you were a good man. But I was wrong. You’re a bad man. You always were, weren’t you?”

	Adam’s heart sank. The words were like daggers, maybe because he knew they were true. He set his jaw but didn’t answer.

	Tez sighed. “As much as I hate to interrupt this lover’s tiff, I don’t suppose you want to tell us where your brother is?”

	Eve looked away from Adam. “Go to hell.”

	Tez nodded. “We’re actually headed to Eudora, but close enough.” He looked at Adam. “You ready?” He adjusted his hold on the alien costume. “I want to go home.”

	Adam caught Eve’s eye. She stared back with angry eyes. There was so much he wanted to say, but he knew it was pointless. There was only one thing that made sense. “I’m sorry.”

	She bit her bottom lip. “Go home, Adam.” She wiped at a blurry eye as a tear spilled from the other. “And don’t ever return.”

	They stared for a few quiet seconds before Eve turned, walked into the woods, and never looked back.

	 


Chapter Seventeen

	 

	 

	Eve walked briskly, wiping tears off her cheeks. Damn, she thought, why am I crying? She rarely cried over men. The last one had been Billy Thorton. He’d broken her heart when she was eighteen. After that, she swore she’d never let a man hurt her again. Yet here she was, crying over someone she’d known two months, who’d lied to her and wasn’t even from this planet. Hell, she thought. I know how to pick ‘em.

	Sniffing, she sent out a message to Fred and Ginger and was pleased to hear a bark. A few seconds later, they scurried out of the woods and Eve greeted them, happy to see they were okay.

	As she neared the cabin, smoke drifted into the air, and she saw the flicker of colored lights. Wiping her eyes and nose with her shirt, she picked up her pace and the dogs followed. As she got closer, a fire truck and police cars came into view. Firefighters were hosing down the cabin. Luckily, due to the misty weather, none of the surrounding trees had been affected.

	“Eve!”

	She turned and saw Tony in the pebbled driveway. He ran up to her. “Are you okay? We were just about to start searching the area.” He saw her neck. “Jesus. What happened?” He looked down at the dogs, who jumped up on his ankles.

	Eve touched her swollen skin. “I’m fine. So are Fred and Ginger.” Her voice was still rough. “How’d you find me?”

	“Dixie. She called. Said Adam showed at the hospital. He took her friend Daisy’s car and came here.” He looked behind her. “Where is he?”

	Eve wasn’t sure what to say. “He’s gone.”

	“Gone? Gone where? What about Vince?” He looked at the cabin. “What happened to your neck? What went on here?”

	Eve blinked. The day’s events and its emotional toll were catching up to her. “Vince was here. He wanted me to sign papers. Apparently Benny left the bar to me. But Vince needs money and wants the bar. Only he didn’t get it. So he wanted me to sign the bar over to him, and then he was going to burn the cabin down with me in it.”

	Tony rubbed a hand through his hair. “Shit. Did he do that to your neck?”

	“Yes.” She swallowed and her throat hurt. “I wouldn’t sign, but I got away and ran into the woods. Vince caught up. He threatened my family and I lost it. That’s when he choked me.” She considered how much to say. “He and his friend Saul were going to kill me but…”

	“But what?”

	Eve felt the emotion return, but she pushed it back. “Adam showed up. He took down both of them and I ran.”

	Tony stared at her as if she’d told him she’d stopped to pet the squirrels on her return. “Adam stopped Vince and his friend?”

	“Yes. They’re unconscious in the woods.” She pointed. “That way.”

	“They armed?”

	“Yes, but we kicked their guns into the brush.”

	He flagged down a nearby officer who was also on the scene. “Henderson. Grab Billings. Check out the woods. Two men down but use caution. Vincent Bonelli and Saul Trenton. Bring them in.”

	The two patrolmen jogged into the woods. Tony turned back toward Eve. “And Adam’s gone?”

	Eve nodded. “He didn’t want to deal with the police.”

	Tony rubbed his eyes and sighed. “Eve, if you knew how many questions I have right now.”

	Eve decided to get to the point. “Are you going to arrest me?”

	Tony dropped his hand. “Of course not. There’s been some developments. Benny was a smart man. We found a hidden camera in his office. It was triggered during the altercation. We got the whole thing on film. Vince and Saul killed him.”

	The tension in Eve’s shoulders vanished. She felt like she’d dropped anchors of weight. Another swell of emotion threatened to emerge when she thought of Benny. All she could do was nod.

	“Another thing,” said Tony. “Vince is mixed up with the mob. He’s racked up a hundred grand in debt. It’s no wonder he was desperate to get the bar. It was his only way out.”

	Eve tried to shake off her sadness. “God. He killed his father for money.” She rubbed her arms. “I hate this. Benny didn’t deserve that.”

	“Vince was right though. I talked to Benny’s attorney. Benny left the Juke Joint to you. You’re officially a bar owner.”

	“I didn’t want the bar.”

	“Too bad. Looks like you got it. There’s one thing though. Whoever Vince owes money to may not go away so easy. That’s a lot of change. If they think you were somehow mixed up with Vince, I wouldn’t put it past them to come after you to pay the debt.”

	Eve shut her eyes. “Great.”

	“I know.” He paused. “Listen. I know you’ve been through a lot, but we need to talk. I need to get your statement. And I need to talk to Adam. Plus, I know one of those cars is Vince’s and the other belongs to Dixie’s friend, but whose car is this?” He pointed at the white Cadillac.

	Eve almost laughed from exhaustion. “It’s Mike’s.”

	“Who?”

	Eve groaned. “I get it, Tony. You have a load of questions and I’m happy to answer all of them. But right now, I need to rest. I want to see Dixie. Make sure she’s okay.”

	“They’re springing her today. Should be home soon.”

	Eve nodded and wiped a watery eye. “Good. Can I get a reprieve? I promise. Tomorrow I’ll show up at the station and let you know what I know.”

	Tony paused. “That’s completely against regulation.”

	“Is that a yes or a no?”

	“Where’s Paul Newman? I need to talk to him too.”

	Eve’s chest constricted. “I don’t know. He disappeared into the woods. If he shows though, I’ll let him know you want to talk to him.”

	“You be careful with him. I couldn’t find any history on that guy. Something’s up with him and I don’t like it. He’s hiding something.”

	Eve smiled softly. “Don’t worry. He and I are done.” She crossed her arms and looked away.

	Tony reached out but didn’t touch her. “You okay? If he hurt you, I’ll kick his ass.”

	“I just want to go home.”

	“I think you should go to the hospital. Get your neck, and everything else, checked out.”

	“I’m fine. I just need to clean up and get some rest. I don’t need a hospital.”

	Tony hesitated. “This is against my better judgment.” Another patrol car had pulled up and an officer stepped out. Tony glanced over. “Pemberton?” Tony waved and the man approached. “I want you to take Miss Fletcher home. Make sure she gets there safely. Then park outside her apartment building and keep an eye on her until you’re relieved. You got that?”

	“Is that necessary?” asked Eve.

	“Until we get this thing resolved and I know you’re not in danger, then yes, it’s necessary. And if you want to go home right now, then it’s a requirement.” He shot a finger at her. “But first thing tomorrow, I want you to see a doctor, and once he clears you, then you are at the precinct and we are going to talk. You got it?”

	Eve held up a hand. “I got it.” She glanced at the car. “What about Mike’s car?”

	“Consider it in custody right now. This Mike, and I’m afraid to ask who he is, will get it back eventually.”

	“He’s a friend of Dixie’s.”

	“Enough said. Dixie’s friends are running out of cars.” He shot out a thumb. “Pemberton. Take her home, please.”

	“Sure thing, sergeant.” He stepped back. “Ma’am?”

	The thought of going home, taking a hot shower, and sleeping for several hours, almost made Eve collapse in gratitude. “Thanks, Tony.”

	He nodded. “Get out of here.”

	She smiled and headed toward the car.

	 

	**

	 

	Ninety minutes later, Eve opened her front door. The dogs ran in and Officer Pemberton checked her apartment. Louis, Benny’s cat, came out from the shadows, and Eve squatted to rub his neck. Dixie must have brought the cat over at some point while Eve was gone. Confirming it was safe, Pemberton left to sit in his patrol car on the street. Eve had grabbed her things from Mike’s car before leaving and had called Dixie on her way home. Dixie was thrilled to hear from her. She was in the process of being discharged and said she would be home soon. She insisted on seeing Eve, and Eve agreed to stop by once she got cleaned up.

	Sitting on the couch, she watched Fred eat some of the dry food left in his bowl. Her thoughts turned to Adam. Had he left with his friend? Was he now a thousand miles away, already planning his next assignment? Berating herself for thinking or even caring about him, she stood and headed into the bathroom. Turning the water to as hot as she could stand it, she threw her clothes on the floor and stepped under the spray.

	An hour later, clean, her hair dry, and in fresh clothes, Eve knocked on Dixie’s door. She hoped her friend was home from the hospital because if she wasn’t, Eve was going to collapse into bed. It had been a long few days and sleeping in her own room beckoned her.

	The door opened, and Dixie greeted her in a purple feathered robe. Her make-up was on, but it only partially covered her black eye, and she wore a jaw length, bob-style blonde wig. Seeing Eve, her eyes filled and she threw out her arms, pulling Eve into them.

	“Evie, honey. It’s so good to see you.”

	Eve hugged her back while feathers tickled her nose. She felt Dixie tense and pulled back. “Are you okay, Dix?”

	Dixie let go and waved her off. “Just a few bruised ribs. Nothing a little vodka tonic won’t fix.” She fluffed her hair. “Come in, honey. Tell me everything.”

	Dixie ushered Eve in, and Eve sat on the couch. Eve was a little sore herself after her scuffle with Vince, and she moved slowly. Her throat still hurt too. Without thinking, she touched her bruised neck.

	Dixie gasped. “Oh, sweetie. What happened to you?” She touched Eve’s swollen skin. “Looks like you could use a little vodka yourself.”

	Dixie straightened and moved through the living room into the kitchen, walking with ease, as if she’d never been attacked by two mobsters.

	“How do you do it, Dix?” asked Eve. “You just got out the hospital and you look as fresh as a daisy.”

	Dixie added vodka to two glasses and brought them into the room. She set them on the coffee table. Frowning, she said, “Oh, honey. Don’t use that name around me. That Daisy. Do you know what she did? She gave her number to my new beau, Burke. Can you believe that? She can be such a bitch sometimes.”

	“She’s the one who let Adam use her car?”

	Dixie’s face fell. “Well, I guess she did do that. But only after I threatened her.”

	Eve eyed the snow globe on the shelf. “Is this beau the man that gave you that?” She pointed toward the gift.

	“Yes, it is.” Dixie smiled. “Isn’t he sweet? Most men give me gifts that are best kept in the bedroom, but not my Burke.”

	“I don’t remember you telling me about him. When did you meet him?”

	Dixie shook her head. “Oh no, you don’t. We can talk about my fella later. Right now, I want to hear about you. What happened to your neck? What about Vinny? Where’s Adam? Are Fred and Ginger all right?” She sat and took a sip of her drink.

	Eve picked up her drink and held it, not even sure where to begin.

	“Is it that bad? You look like you lost your best friend.” She patted Eve on the knee. “Tell Dixie all about it.”

	The kind touch stirred Eve’s emotions all over again and tears filled her eyes.

	“Oh, sugar.” Dixie grabbed a tissue from a side table. “Here.”

	Eve took it. “I’m fine.” She dabbed her eyes.

	“That’s what they all say, honey.” 

	Eve made a sad laugh.

	“This is about Adam, isn’t it?” Her eyes softened. “He’s a special one, isn’t he?”

	Eve shook her head. “No. He’s a liar.”

	Dixie frowned. “Are you sure we’re not talking about Vince?”

	“No. Vince wanted money. He killed Benny to pay off his debts. But at least he didn’t lie about it.”

	“You think murder is more acceptable?”

	“Of course not. Vince sunk to the lowest possible level. He deserves to rot in jail.”

	“Agreed. Jail is too good for him.”

	Eve sniffed and wiped at her nose with the tissue.

	“Take a sip of your drink, sweetie. You need it.”

	Eve did as she asked. The alcohol warmed her throat and helped take the edge off.

	“So where is Adam?” asked Dixie. “Is he gone?”

	Eve recalled her last words to him. “Yes. He left.”

	“That’s too bad. He was so pretty.”

	“Dixie…”

	“Sorry, but you know me. I say what I think. So I have to ask, and don’t hate me, but haven’t you ever lied before?”

	Eve looked at her friend. “Of course I have. But this is different. There are certain things I can excuse, but not this.”

	“What could be so bad?”

	Eve wished she could explain. “He wanted something from me. That’s why he met me in the first place. All he wanted was to find my brother.”

	Dixie squinted. “Your brother? Royce? Whatever for?”

	Eve took another drink and put her glass down. “It’s a long story. Let’s just say that Adam was hired to find Royce, and he used me to do it. And when I called him on it, I gave him the chance to explain himself, and he lied again. His intentions were far worse than he ever let on.”

	Dixie’s jaw dropped. “What is he? Some sort of assassin?” She put a hand on Eve’s elbow. “Wait. No. He’s a government agent. Is that it? Oh, my, honey.” She fanned herself. “How romantic.”

	Eve rolled her eyes. “Romantic? That’s not what I’d call it. And he’s not working for any…” She stopped herself when she considered what she was about to say. “He’s not FBI, or CIA, or anything like that. This isn’t a romance novel.”

	“Well, honey, still, it’s intriguing. Don’t you think? I mean, don’t you want to know more?”

	“He’s a liar, Dix. I can’t trust him to tell me anything.”

	Dixie looked off. “What if he’s a double agent?” She glanced back. “What if he has to lie to keep you safe?”

	Eve stared at her friend as if she’d told her that her next vacation would be to the moon. “What’s in that drink? Did you add something extra that I need to hide from Tony?”

	Dixie took another sip. “Sweetie. You know me. I like to see the good in things, not the bad. I saw the way he acted when he came to the hospital. That man was genuinely afraid for you. That look told me everything. And I see you now. You miss him. And you never miss men. I may have my shortcomings, and I’m not the smartest girl in the world, but I know love when I see it.”

	Eve stood. “Love?” She chuckled. “Love?” Eve stammered as she tried to think of what to say. “That’s…that’s ridiculous. I don’t love him.”

	Dixie raised a brow but didn’t answer.

	“I mean, come on. I don’t know him at all. Yes. There is an attraction. I mean…I find him attractive. And I think he finds me attractive. And the sex was great…actually phenomenal. But that doesn’t mean it’s love. Love is…” She ran a hand through her hair. “Love is…is…”

	“You had sex?”

	Eve glared at her friend.

	Dixie shook her head. “Sorry. We’ll get back to that. Love is what?”

	“Forget it.”

	“No. Love is what?”

	Eve picked up her glass and took a healthy swallow. Dixie did the same. “Love is infuriating. It’s complicated and messy and a pain in the ass, and I want no part of it.”

	Dixie waited, but when Eve didn’t continue, she asked, “And?”

	Eve put her glass down with a thud. She straightened and took a deep breath. “And damn it, I can’t stop thinking about him.” She pushed her hair off her face. “Hell.”

	Dixie smiled and raised her glass. “Welcome to the fire, honey. It happens to the best of us.”

	Eve walked to the mantel and leaned against it. “How is this happening? How do I get rid of it?”

	“It’s about as easy as getting make-up off a drag queen. And that’s not easy.”

	Eve dropped her head. “I don’t know what I’m worried about. He’s long gone anyway. I’ll never see him again.”

	“Distance makes the heart grow fonder.”

	Eve glared again.

	“Or so I’ve heard. It’s probably not true.” She leaned forward. “So tell me about the sex.”

	Eve sighed. “Dixie, really?”

	“You know me. I want to know details.”

	Eve flashed back on their encounter in Mike’s motel. Just the memory made her face flush and her body heat.

	“That good, huh?”

	Eve thought about the Binding and assumed it was over, but judging by how she was reacting just by thinking about Adam, it was taking its time to end. She sighed and rubbed her face. She wished she’d never met the man. “Can we talk about something else?”

	Dixie sat back. “I’m not so sure that if he walked through that door right now, you wouldn’t run into his arms.”

	Eve groaned. “I can’t be with someone I can’t trust. He doesn’t want me anyway. He wants to find my brother.”

	“Nonsense. That man wants you. I’d bet my lingerie on it.”

	“He just liked the sex.”

	Dixie finished her drink. “It’s more than that. A man doesn’t risk his life for sex.” She paused. “Well, maybe they do for you. You happen to incite odd behavior in men.”

	“Isn’t that the truth?”

	“My point is, he was ready to die for you, wasn’t he?”

	Eve sucked in a breath. She remembered Vince’s gun at Adam’s head. She closed her eyes, wishing she could forget. “He did. I’m not saying he isn’t courageous. Or protective. Or even kind.” She recalled her last words to him and her heart dropped. “But he wanted to hurt Royce.” She turned and faced the mantel. A snow globe was in front of her, and she picked it up and shook it. White snow fluttered around a city landscape.

	“And where is your brother, sweetie? Maybe with all this going on, you should talk to him. Maybe he can help.”

	Eve shook the globe again and watched the snow fall. “I can’t get in touch with him.”

	“Why not?”

	Eve turned back, still holding the globe. “It’s complicated, Dix.”

	“Why is he so important?”

	Thinking of Royce, Eve wanted to cry again. “He…” She shook her head. “I can’t explain it. He disappeared. His heart was broken, and the woman who broke it may or may not be alive. And he was sort of in line to inherit something.”

	“An inheritance? Oh, my. Now this is getting interesting. Doesn’t he want to inherit?”

	“He tried. It didn’t work out.”

	“Why not?”

	“Because he was trying to protect me and Gillian. And everybody else.”

	“He sounds like a good man.”

	“The best man I know. Which is why I’ll do anything to protect him.”

	“Is he in danger?” She sat up. “You don’t think Adam meant to kill him do you? Is that why you’re so upset?”

	Eve put the globe on the coffee table and sat on the floor beside the table. For some reason, the globe comforted her. She shook it again. “I don’t suppose there’s any reason to deny it. Yes. That’s exactly why.”

	Dixie’s eyes rounded. “So you do think he’s an assassin?” She sat with her mouth gaped open, and then began to chuckle. “Oh, honey. Adam couldn’t kill anybody.”

	A memory of Adam kicking Vince and putting a gun to his head flickered. “You don’t know that.”

	“I suppose it depends on what he’s fighting for. Anybody can be pushed to their breaking point. Even you.”

	Tackling Vince came to mind. She touched her throat. “Why are you on his side?”

	“Oh, honey. I’m on your side. I want you to be happy. Maybe there’s more to this story. Are you sure you can’t contact your brother? He probably could at least give you some advice.”

	“I can’t do that.”

	She cocked her head. “Do you even know where he is?”

	Thinking of her family and all they’d been through made her chest constrict. She looked up with teary eyes. “Yes. I do.”

	Dixie nodded. She stared at Eve, and Eve looked closer when Dixie’s eyes seemed to swirl. Eve squinted. It was almost as if Dixie’s eyes had changed color. “You okay, Dix? Maybe you shouldn’t drink anymore.”

	Dixie stood, saying nothing. Her feathered robe fluttered. Eve was about to ask again, when she noticed the globe in front of her. It began to glow. She looked back at her friend. “Dixie?”

	Dixie turned, her body language changing as her back straightened and her arms dropped. “How about we end all the small talk.”

	“Excuse me?”

	Dixie dropped the robe. She stood in jeans and a black T-shirt. Then she pulled off her wig to reveal her short dark hair beneath. She scratched at her scalp as if annoyed. “Tell me where Royce is.”

	 


Chapter Eighteen

	 

	 

	Eve sat in shock. She couldn’t move as she tried to understand what was happening. “Dixie? What’s wrong?”

	Dixie shook out her hair and threw the wig on the couch. “Your friend’s gone away for a bit. But she’ll be back. Provided I get what I came for.”

	Eve stood slowly and stared at the person in front of her. Dixie’s mannerisms had vanished. Her voice had deepened, and her posture had changed. Eve’s heart hammered. “Who are you?”

	The man walked over and picked up the globe. Studying it, he shook it and the snow glowed against his fingers. “My name is Burke.” Carrying the globe, he turned and walked into Dixie’s bedroom.

	Eve was stunned. She followed Dixie, or Burke, or whoever this person was. “Burke? Dixie’s boyfriend?” Entering Dixie’s room, she watched him put the globe on a shelf, go to the bathroom sink, and wash off Dixie’s make-up.

	Once his face was clean, he grabbed a towel and patted his skin dry. “Your friend has a creative look, but it’s not my style.” He threw the towel on the bed. “And yes. I posed as an interested suitor.”

	Eve squinted. “Who are you?”

	“I told you. I’m Burke.” He smiled. “I know. You’re full of questions.” He glanced in a mirror. “Much better. I feel more like myself.” He looked back at Eve. “I met Dixie two weeks ago. She was my insurance, in case the first team failed.”

	Eve couldn’t speak.

	“Your lover Adam and his friend Tez. Usually, they are a reliable pair, but I guess everyone fails at some point. Lucky for me, I don’t let my emotions get in the way.” He flicked a feather off his shirt. “So I got close to Dixie. She’s your friend and the best way to get to you. Plus, she’s vulnerable right now, which makes it easier for me.”

	“Vulnerable?”

	“Her recent father’s death, plus your escapades, then she’s attacked. Add a little alcohol to the mix, and a new potential boyfriend,” He threw out a hand. “And voila. Here I am.”

	“What happened to Dixie?”

	“She’s still here, but every moment I possess her, the weaker she becomes.”

	“Possess?”

	“Yes. I understand the connotations that has on Earth. I saw your silly movie, The Exorcist. Very amusing how you depict the process. All spinning heads, bad skin, and vile language.” He grinned. “I promise not to vomit on you. How unproductive.”

	“You’re possessing Dixie?”

	“For the time being. Until I get what I want. Then I’ll let her go and she’ll return. The sooner the better, though, for her sake. It can be very draining on the host. Which is why it’s better you don’t dawdle.”

	Eve tried to think. Nothing was making sense. Someone had taken over Dixie? How was it possible?

	Burke smiled. “Still trying to wrap your brain around this?” He chuckled. “It must be the human in you. Let me help. I am from Eudora like your father. I have been sent to kill the High Child. When the first team failed to report back, I was sent as insurance. I became Dixie’s suitor, which made it easier for me to possess her for a short time to get to you if Adam failed. I have no reservations in killing Dixie if you refuse to give me what I need.” He stepped closer. “I don’t have the sympathies for you that Adam did. I don’t care about you, your family, your father, or your background. All I know is that it’s my job to get rid of the High Child, and that’s exactly what I plan to do. So tell me where he is. Then I’ll release Dixie and go home. It’s as simple as that. Refuse me, and I’ll leave Dixie a mindless, drooling idiot. She’ll be lucky if she can apply lipstick.” He crossed his arms. “You said you know where Royce Fletcher is. Tell me where.”

	Eve felt bile rise in her throat. This man was threatening to kill her best friend and brother. Her mind raced as she tried to consider her options. “How do I know you won’t kill Dixie anyway?”

	“You don’t. Guess you’ll have to take the risk.”

	“But why? Royce is not on your planet. He can’t get there either.”

	“There’s already been one attempt to retrieve him. Why risk another?”

	“What the hell is happening on Eudora? Are you all crazy?”

	“Nobody likes a threat to power.”

	“But he’s the High Child. It’s his rightful place.”

	He raised a palm. “Talk to the hand.” He smiled. “That’s one of the amusing gestures I learned from your friend. Now stop stalling and tell me what I want to know.”

	Eve tried to think. She had one more option. “Dixie? Are you in there? Can you hear me? I need you to fight this man. Push him out.”

	Burke grinned. “Another false premise. Your movies do tell tales. She can’t hear you. She doesn’t even know this is happening. Once I let her go, provided I do, she won’t remember a thing.”

	Eve grimaced. She considered fleeing, but she couldn’t do that to Dixie.

	Burke’s patience was dwindling. He walked up to Eve, and Eve leaned back. “Don’t think I’ll stop with your friend. I’ll keep going until I get what I want. You understand?”

	Fear and anger swirled in Eve. She opened her mouth to speak when there was a knock on the door.

	 

	**

	 

	Adam banged harder. He’d been at Eve’s apartment a moment ago, but no one had answered. He was breathless. After watching Eve walk away into the woods, her words had reverberated in his mind. She’d thought he was a bad man. Was he? After his upbringing, and all his past assignments, he’d done only what he’d needed to do to keep himself alive and fed. But his job here was not finished, and he planned to complete it. Despite what Eve may think of him or what it would cost him, he had to keep trying.

	Tez was gone. Despite Adam’s attempts to sway his friend, he’d watched Tez board the ship, start up the engines, and disappear into the sky. Adam felt the weight of being alone on a planet with no friends and no back up. His resources were limited. But he had to find Eve. If he explained everything to her, maybe she would listen. She may hate him forever, but at least his conscience would be clear.

	He’d run through the woods, away from the cabin. Tony would be in the area, and Adam needed to avoid that confrontation. He’d made it to the road, flagged down a car, and hitched a ride back into the city. Now he was back, and he wasn’t leaving until he got a chance to speak with her.

	He pounded one more time on Dixie’s door. Something told him Eve was there. If she knew it was him, maybe she was refusing to answer. He raised a hand one more time to knock, when the door opened.

	Eve poked her head through the crack of the door. Her eyes widened, and she looked pale.  “What are you doing here?”

	“I need to talk to you.”

	“You need to leave. Now.”

	He put a hand on the door. “I need to explain…”

	“Please…”

	The door flew open, and Eve jumped back.

	Adam heard a male voice from inside the room. “By all means, let him in.”

	Adam’s internal alarms triggered. Eve was rigid, and he heard her silent plea to run, but he ignored it. He stepped past her and into the apartment, and the door slammed shut.

	Turning, he saw a man. Looking closely, he thought he recognized him. “Dixie?” he asked.

	“Dixie’s not here right now,” said the stranger.

	Adam continued to stare and study the man. “Who are you?”

	The man shrugged. “We met once. A while back. The name’s Burke.”

	Adam went cold. “Burke? Desmond Burke?”

	“The very same.”

	“You know him?” asked Eve.

	“Of course he does. We run in the same circles,” said Burke.

	“No, we don’t,” said Adam. He looked at Eve. “We met a while ago at a conference.”

	“Is that what you want to call it?”

	“Who cares what I call it. We both know what it was.”

	Burke smirked. “As I recall, you left early.”

	“I had another commitment.”

	“Too bad that’s not the case today.” He glanced back at Eve. “Eve and I were getting acquainted. She was just about to tell me where her brother was.”

	Adam took a breath to steady himself. “What you’re doing with Dixie. It’s completely unsanctioned. The Council outlawed it years ago.”

	Burke shrugged. “Maybe they did on Eudora.”

	“It’s not allowed anywhere. You know that. If they find out, they’ll bring you before the Council. You’ll be exiled.”

	“If I get what I came for, no one will care. Besides, who’s going to tell them? You?”

	“I will.”

	“You have to get back first. And that’s a bit uncertain now, isn’t it? I take it your partner is gone?”

	“I convinced him to stay. He’s waiting to hear from me.”

	“You’re a liar. Tez is long gone. He finally gave up on you. Just like everyone else.”

	His shock fading, Adam began to grow angry. “Maybe it’s time for me to show my true colors.”

	Burke narrowed his eyes. “Your true colors have been visible since day one. You’re a coward and a failure. Maybe Roma will see that now.” He glanced at Eve. “Did your boyfriend tell you he’s our High Leader’s favorite errand boy? Rumor is they’re a thing.”

	Adam straightened. “That’s a lie.”

	“Is it? I’ve seen the way she looks at you. You sure you’ve never reciprocated?”

	Adam set his jaw. “I’ve never been involved with her and never plan to be. She’s my boss. That’s as far as it goes.”

	Burke studied him. “Maybe you’re a better liar than I think you are.” He winked at Eve. “What do you think, sugar?” He mimicked Dixie’s voice.

	Eve stepped forward. “I don’t trust either one of you. As far as I’m concerned, you’re both liars and cowards.”

	Burke raised a brow. “Oooh. Looks like I hit a nerve.” He looked at Adam. “I think your girlfriend is getting angry.”

	“Leave her alone. Leave Dixie alone,” said Adam. “Go home and kiss Roma’s ring, or should I say ass. It’s what you do best.”

	Burke went still. After a pause, his rigid shoulders relaxed. “I’m bored. Let’s get to the point.” He faced Eve. “Tell me where your brother is.”

	“Don’t, Eve,” said Adam. He stepped in between Eve and Burke.

	“What’s the problem?” asked Burke. “You want him too. Why don’t we combine our efforts and bring him in together. We’ll go back heroes. You’ll never want for another day in your life.”

	Adam held his ground. “I can’t let you take him. Not like this.” He looked around the room, searching, until he laid eyes on the snow globe on the end table beside the couch.

	Burke noticed and picked it up. “Is this what you’re looking for?”

	Eve stepped around Adam. “What is that? It keeps glowing.” She looked at Adam. “He’s carrying it with him.”

	“It’s his conduit to his ship. It allows him to connect to Dixie and maintain his energetic balance. He wouldn’t be able to do this without it.”

	“My god,” said Eve, staring at the globe. She thought back to stormy seas and a rickety pier when she and her sister had been at their uncle’s mercy. Her injured brother-in-law, holding a glowing pipe, had confronted her uncle with unexpected strength. “I’ve seen this before.”

	Adam frowned. “What? When?”

	“I’ll explain later.”

	“Unlikely,” said Burke. “At this point, there isn’t going to be a later.” He squeezed the globe and the object flared white. “Where is Royce?”

	Before Adam could get near Burke, a force hit him square in the chest. He was thrown backward and hit the counter of the bar that led to the kitchen. His side took the brunt, and a barstool toppled over. Adam ended up on his knees and held his ribs. He breathed in deeply and felt a flare of pain rip through his midsection.

	“Stop it,” said Eve. She kneeled next to Adam.

	Burke walked up and placed a hand on Adam’s back. Intense heat found his injury and there was an explosion of pain. Adam couldn’t hold back a groan of agony. He fell over and brought his knees up to his chest.

	“Don’t!” Eve dropped next to him. “Adam?”

	He sensed Eve’s nearness and heard her voice, but he couldn’t respond. It hurt to breathe.

	“Leave him alone,” she said to Burke.

	“That is completely up to you.”

	Adam cracked his eyes open and saw Burke reach for him again. He braced for the pain.

	“Okay. I’ll tell you,” said Eve, standing. Burke pulled back. “Just don’t hurt him.”

	“Where is he?”

	Eve hesitated, and Burke reached again for Adam.

	“I’ll take you,” she said, her face white. “I’ll bring you to him.”

	Burke smiled. “See. That wasn’t so hard.”

	 

	 


Chapter Nineteen

	 

	 

	“Let’s go,” said Eve. She walked to the door.

	“He comes with us,” said Burke, nudging Adam with his foot.

	“What for? He has nothing to do with this.”

	“To the contrary, I find him to be an effective bargaining tool.”

	Eve wished Burke was wrong, but as hard as she wanted to hate Adam, she couldn’t watch Burke continue to hurt him. The minute she’d seen Adam at the door, her heart had raced and she’d felt a glimmer of hope. Maybe she wasn’t alone in all of this. Her mind warned her though not to trust him. But if she’d been able to, she would have done exactly what Dixie predicted—leapt into his arms.

	She knelt next to Adam and put her hand on his back. She did her best to send him soothing energy, but she felt his tension and pain. That familiar trickle of warmth returned though, and spread through her. She leaned close. “Can you stand?”

	He was sweating, but he nodded. “Eve,” he whispered. “I’m sorry. I’ve caused you nothing but problems. I should have never come to this planet.”

	She squeezed his shoulder. “You’re right.” His energy rippled through her, and she wished she could understand her connection to this man. “But if anyone was going to turn my life upside down, it might as well be you.”

	He chuckled but winced. “Do me a favor. Put your hand here.” He took her hand and guided it to his ribs. “Focus.”

	She placed her palm flat against him. “What do you want me to do?”

	“Just send me some energy.” He sighed. “You make me feel better.”

	She closed her eyes at his words. What was happening to her? Why couldn’t she hate him? Before she could overthink it, she did as he asked. She summoned up a well of peaceful, calm, and healing energy in her belly and sent it up through her chest and down into her hand. She opened her eyes and instantly felt him relax.

	His breathing slowed and color returned to his face. “That’s better,” he said, breathing easier. “Thank you.”

	“How sweet,” said Burke. He walked up and poked Adam’s shoulder. “Get up.”

	Eve sent another wave of energy before taking his arm and helping him sit up. He grunted and his skin paled, but he managed to get his feet under him. Wavering, he grabbed the countertop, still holding his ribs.

	Eve put her arm around him to support him. “You good?”

	He nodded.

	“Let’s go,” said Burke. He waved a hand at Eve. “Ladies first.”

	With a reassuring glance at Adam, Eve let him go and walked to the front door and opened it. Adam followed slowly behind, holding his side, and Burke took the rear, holding the globe.

	Walking to the stairs, she heard her name and turned. Pemberton, the officer Tony had assigned to watch her, stood in the hallway. She tried not to react.

	“Ma’am?” He stood outside her apartment and glanced at the two men behind her.

	Eve froze, a smile on her face. “Officer Pemberton. You need something?”

	His posture tensed. “I wanted to check in on you. This man,” he gestured at Adam, “matches the description of someone my sergeant wanted to talk to.”

	Eve and Adam exchanged glances. “His name is Adam,” said Eve. “But he’s been cleared of all wrongdoing. There’s no need for questioning.”

	Pemberton held on to his belt buckle, his hand near his gun. He narrowed his eyes at Burke. “Everything okay, Miss Fletcher?”

	Burke said nothing, but Eve saw him reach out and touch Adam’s back. Adam sucked in a breath.

	Eve held up her hand. “Everything’s fine. We were just going for a cup of coffee. It’s been a long day.”

	Pemberton studied the group.

	“You all right, sir?” he asked Adam. “You look a little pale.”

	Adam nodded. “I’m great. Just a little under the weather.”

	Pemberton nodded, then looked at Burke. “You mind if I ask who your other friend is?”

	Eve held her breath. It was taking everything she had to stay calm. “That’s my neighbor. His name’s Burke.”

	Burke stared at Pemberton. “Can I help you, officer?” He looked back at Eve. “I’m just so happy to see Eve alive and well. She’s been through such an ordeal.”

	Pemberton didn’t answer Burke but glanced back at Eve. “It would be better if you stayed inside for a while, ma’am. You know there are still some risks. My sergeant wants me to keep an eye on you until we get all this figured out.”

	Eve’s heart pounded. “I completely understand, but Tony, your sergeant, worries too much. I’m perfectly fine. Besides,” she nodded at Adam and Burke, “I have two strong men with me. I doubt anyone will bother us while we’re having coffee.”

	“We’ll be just down the street,” said Adam. “I promise. We’ll take good care of her.”

	Pemberton eyed Adam. “We’d still like to talk to you.”

	Adam nodded. “I’m happy to set up some time to have that conversation, but right now, I’m feeling a bit ill. I’d like to get some fresh air. Why don’t you have your people call my people?”

	Pemberton paused, looking over the three of them. His eyes traveled to Burke. “What did you say your name was again?”

	Burke huffed. “For hell’s sake…” He rolled his eyes. “I don’t have time for this.” Dixie’s door slammed open on its own as Pemberton was thrown against the wall. The officer grunted and then fell to the floor and went limp.

	Eve rushed forward. “Don’t kill him.”

	“He’s fine,” said Burke. Eve stepped back as Pemberton slid across the floor and into Dixie’s room. The door slammed shut. “He’ll wake up in a few hours with a huge headache and a hell of a story to tell.” He shoved Adam. “Now let’s go.”

	Eve stared at the closed door, but there was nothing she could do. Pemberton was out of commission, and she and Adam were no match for Burke’s abilities. Their only chance was to take the snow globe and smash it, destroying the link between Burke and Dixie, but Burke was holding it close. Eve met Adam’s gaze. She would have to take them to Royce.

	Glancing down the stairs and holding back tears, she began the walk to the ground floor.

	 

	**

	 

	Eve hailed a taxi and gave the cabbie directions. They sat in the back with Adam in the middle. His side still ached, and he wanted to take Eve’s hand as she stared out the window. He wished he knew what she was thinking. He thought about all she’d endured and wondered why he hadn’t given this assignment to someone else. If he’d done that, though, then he would have never met her. Conflicted, he closed his eyes, hoping for guidance, but none came. As usual, he was on his own.

	The cab drove outside the city, passed a local park, a small suburban neighborhood, and then down a long two lane road before it turned into a wooded, narrow driveway. A black rod iron-gate stretched across the asphalt, but it was open. A black metal archway hung above the road. Etched across it were the words “Hillside Angels Cemetery.” The car drove under it. The trees grew sparse as an open field came into view. It was dotted with grave stones lined up evenly in rows within thick green grass. Several of them had flowers placed in front of them.

	Adam glanced over at Eve, who sat quietly.

	“What is this?” asked Burke.

	The cab pulled to a stop in front of a row of headstones. Eve opened the door and stepped out. She paid the cabbie as Burke and Adam exited the car.

	Adam felt a little stronger and walked over to her. “Where are we?”

	“It’s a cemetery.”

	He scowled. “I can see that, but why are we here?”

	The cab drove away. “You wanted to see Royce.”

	Burke approached her. “This better not be a trick.”

	Eve shook her head. “No tricks.”

	She started walking and Adam and Burke followed. They passed two rows of stones and turned toward a large leafy tree in the middle of the grounds. Eve walked beneath it and stopped in front of a headstone.

	Adam narrowed his eyes and looked down. Burke did the same.

	Adam read the stone. Royce Fletcher. And beneath it, Beloved son and brother. The dates of his birth and death were listed below. He’d been dead almost six months.

	Adam wasn’t sure what to say. He saw a tear trickle down Eve’s cheek, and she wiped it away.

	“Eve?” he asked.

	“He’s dead?” asked Burke.

	Eve nodded. “Yes.” More tears fell.

	Adam shook his head. “What? How?”

	Eve bit her lip and took a deep breath. “It was hard for him…” She paused. “After…” She stopped and composed herself. “There was someone special, and she left, and he blamed himself.” She sniffed, dug around in her pocket, and found a tissue. “It’s a long story.”

	“This has to do with the first attempt at retrieval?” asked Burke.

	“I’m surprised you don’t have all the juicy details.” Eve dabbed her nostrils.

	“I heard a few things,” said Burke, “but nothing that would result in this.” He cocked his head at Eve. “How did he die?”

	Adam turned on Burke. “Why don’t you leave her alone? Her brother’s dead. You got what you came for. Give her some peace.”

	Burke shoved him back, but Adam stayed upright. “I’m done when I’m satisfied with her answers.”

	Adam stood still but stared at the globe. If Burke loosened his grip…

	“He disappeared for a while,” said Eve, “after she left. He bounced from place to place. Never settling anywhere for very long. I’d occasionally get an email from him, telling me he was okay and not to worry. So would my sister and mother. He kept in touch with a friend who would let us know when he’d heard from Royce.” She stopped and blew her nose. “Then I got a phone call one day.”

	Her eyes filled and she bit her lip. Adam put an arm on her back, but she shrugged him off. She cleared her throat. “He’d been hit by a car.”

	“A car?” asked Adam. “How?”

	Eve blotted her cheeks with the balled up tissue. “He’d stopped to help a stranded motorist. It was a windy road. He was changing a tire. Apparently, the driver had a child who’d strayed into the road. Another car came around and Royce pulled the child to safety but was hit in the process. He was thrown several feet and died in the ambulance on the way to the hospital.”

	Fresh tears ran down her face. Adam couldn’t help but reach out for her, and this time she let him. He put his arm around her as she put her head in his neck. “I’m sorry, Eve. I didn’t know.” He held her close.

	She allowed him to comfort her for a few seconds, and then pulled back, wiping her cheeks and sniffing. “I’m okay. I’m fine.”

	Burke stood there, watching her. “How do I know you’re telling the truth?”

	Eve smiled softly, her eyes red. “Yes. You caught me. I faked my brother’s death and put up a false head stone. Just in case two idiots from another planet came searching for him. Even though it was just as possible that his lover might return as well. Which is all he ever wanted. That makes total sense.”

	“He was the High Child. You would protect him,” said Burke.

	Eve shook her head in defiance. “He never cared about being the stupid High Child. All he wanted was to be left alone. If you’d known him, you would have realized that the most important things to Royce were his family and their safety. If that meant staying where he was, then he would have done that. He was doing that.”

	Burke glanced at the headstone. “This woman he loved. Tell me about her.”

	“Come on, Burke. You got what you came for,” said Adam. “It’s time for you to go home.”

	Eve crossed her arms. “What does it matter? He fell in love, she left, and he was devastated.”

	“Who was she?” asked Burke.

	Eve hesitated. “I don’t want to tell you because I don’t trust you.”

	“Eve, dear, you seem to forget who’s in charge here.” Burke held out the globe. “The sooner you let me know, the better. For Dixie’s sake, as well as your own.”

	“You might go after this woman. Hurt her.”

	“Why would I do that?”

	“Because I know what you’re thinking. If she were pregnant with Royce’s child, then there would be a new High Child.”

	Burke smirked. ‘You’re a smart one, aren’t you?”

	Adam eyed the globe. If Burke was distracted, then he might be able to reach for it.

	Burke’s face dropped. “Tell me her name.’

	“Why don’t you know? I thought you had Roma’s ear?”

	“What I know and don’t know is not your concern. It may very well be that we already have her in custody, but it doesn’t hurt to be sure.” He glanced at Adam, who felt a twinge in his side. “So don’t make poor Adam suffer. He’s got one broken rib. Don’t make me break more.”

	“Don’t do anything for me,” said Adam. “I deserve what I get.” The twinge flared and something popped in his side. An agonizing pain ripped through him. He bit back a scream and fell to his knees.

	Eve rushed forward. “Desde,” she said, grabbing Adam’s shoulder. “Her name’s Desde.”

	Adam tried to breathe. He held his side, grimacing.

	Burke studied Eve, his face unreadable. After a moment’s pause, his mouth turned up and a chuckle escaped him. The chuckle grew. “Desde?” Are you serious?”

	Eve nodded. “That’s her name.”

	Burke’s smile disappeared. “Now you’re the liar.”

	Eve’s hand was still on Adam’s shoulder, and despite his injury, Adam felt something flare within her. Ignoring his pain, he sent her a message and hoped Burke wouldn’t pick it up. The man was powerful, but he was distracted, and Adam’s connection to Eve would aid in the delivery.

	Eve straightened, but her hand remained on Adam. “I’m a liar?” She pursed her lips. “Look at you standing there, acting like you’re important, when I suspect you’re just one of Roma’s lackeys. Sure, you’re gifted with ability. You can threaten with the best of them. But in the end, you’re no more important than the pillow she sleeps on at night.” She squeezed Adam’s shoulder. “You said Roma likes Adam. Does that make you jealous? Maybe you’d rather she liked you instead?”

	Burke glowered.

	“Maybe you want her attention? But she doesn’t see you, does she? Doesn’t even notice you exist?”

	Adam, confident Eve was picking up his signals, listened and waited. By the feel of it, she was just getting started. Holding his ribs, he waited for an opportunity and prayed it wouldn’t backfire.

	“You want her, don’t you?” asked Eve. “If she Binded with you, you’d be the High Leader’s significant other, entitled to all the rights and honors that position must bring. Sad you won’t ever have it.”

	“Shut up,” said Burke.

	Adam sent her more information.

	Eve kept up the onslaught. “You’re pathetic. What happened to you as a child? Mommy and Daddy didn’t want you either? Did they discard you? Leave you to fight to survive? And you did, didn’t you? You did whatever it took to push your way up the ranks to get where you are today. But you crave more. You want it all. You want the power, and the esteem, but you can’t seem to get it.”

	The globe brightened and turned an ugly red. Burke’s face looked a similar color.

	“It’s probably because no one likes you. What you don’t understand is that power requires respect, and you don’t have that. You may be able to break ribs, but you don’t have the ability to heal them. That’s where true power lies.”

	Burke squeezed the globe. “You stupid bitch. You have no idea who you’re talking to.”

	“Don’t I?” asked Eve. “I know a useless, unimportant, arrogant, and wasted use of a life when I see one. You should too, since you look in the mirror every day.”

	A wave of hatred bubbled out of Burke and popped into the air. Adam winced when he felt it.

	Burke took a step forward. “I’m going to kill you, and I’m going to have so much fun doing it.”

	Eve’s chin jutted out, and Adam admired her courage. “That’s just what a coward would say. My brother was a better man than you will ever be. And I think you knew that, which is why you wanted to kill him.”

	Burke growled in his throat and launched himself at Eve. But before he could reach her, Adam rose up and met Burke’s advance. His ribs flared, but Adam ignored the pain as he tackled Burke to the ground. They hit with a thud on the hard earth and the impact sucked the breath out of Adam. He reached for the globe, but Burke touched Adam’s side with his free hand. Adam cried out, but not before he placed his own hand against Burke and pushed outward. Burke muffled a curse. Adam felt him recoil briefly. They continued to struggle as Adam fought to capture the globe, but Burke got the fingers of one hand around Adam’s throat and Adam’s airway closed. Adam shoved against Burke, but his fight for oxygen drained him. Burke managed to roll, getting on top of Adam. Adam kicked out, but with his ribs grinding and his throat closed, he had little leverage. He searched for Eve.

	Spots swirled in his vision and he blinked as he tried to hold Burke back. With one last push, he struggled to free himself, but the effort failed. His energy rapidly deteriorating, he sent out one final message to Eve, telling her how he felt, when Burke’s eyes suddenly rolled back. He went limp and fell against Adam’s chest.

	Adam sucked in a giant lungful of air as the grip on his throat released. He coughed through a burning throat. Groaning, but thankfully breathing, he relaxed, went slack against the hard ground and closed his eyes.

	Thinking of Eve, he opened his eyes again and looked for her. He saw her beside Royce’s grave. Chunks and shards of the snow globe lay in the grass and the tombstone was wet and dripping. She sat quietly for a moment, before standing and coming to Adam’s side. She kneeled beside him.

	“You okay?” She was breathless.

	He groaned. “I’m great.” He looked back at the smashed globe. “You got it away from him?”

	“I kicked it out of his hand. Smashed it against the stone.”

	“Nice job.”

	She took his wrist. “Can you get up?” 

	He found her hand and took it in his. Her energy instantly flowed through him. “Maybe once I get this two hundred pound man off me.”

	Eve touched Dixie’s arm. “Dixie? Can you hear me?” She shook Dixie’s shoulder. “She’ll be okay, won’t she?”

	At Eve’s words, Adam felt the man on top of him stir. There was movement, and then Dixie’s head raised. She blinked her eyes, looked around, and settled her gaze on him.

	“Well, sugar,” she said, “you’re a kinky one, aren’t you?”

	 “Dixie?” asked Eve. “Is it you?”

	Dixie attempted to push up, and Adam groaned. “Sorry, hon,” she said. “I tend to have that effect on men.” She sat up, looked at Adam and then at Eve. Her face fell. “Oh, sweetie. This isn’t what it looks like.” She rubbed her head and winced. “On second thought, what does this look like? Where am I?” Feeling her hair, her eyes opened wide. “Where’s my hair?”

	“Dixie,” said Eve. “It’s me, Eve. Can you stand?”

	“Honey, I know it’s you. I’m not that crazy. Not yet, at least.” She poked Adam in the ribs, and he bit back a moan. “You better not be cheating on my Evie. Especially with me. She loves you, you know.”

	“Okay, Dix,” said Eve. “Come on. Let me help you.” Eve got her arm under her friend and assisted Dixie as they both stood.

	A chill pulsed through Adam. Did Eve love him? Eve avoided his gaze as he tried to sit up, but his ribs protested.

	Eve helped a shaky Dixie to a nearby bench and sat her down. Then she returned to Adam, who tried again to sit up, but the pain was excruciating. “Here,” said Eve. “Let me help.” She put her hand on Adam’s side, and Adam felt immediate relief. It allowed him enough respite to get upright without crying. Eve walked him to the bench and, feeling a little nauseated, he took a seat next to Dixie.

	Dixie took a look at him. “Was it as good for you as it was for me?”

	Adam shook his head. “You have no idea.”

	“Judging by how you look, sugar, I didn’t disappoint.”

	Adam couldn’t help but smile. “You never do, Dix.”

	Dixie rubbed her temples. “Eve, honey, would I be mortified if I looked into a mirror right now?”

	Eve patted Dixie’s knee. “I’d say it’s best to wait.”

	Dixie sighed. “It must have been a hell of a party. Sad I can’t remember it.” She blinked tired eyes at Eve. “Why is that always the case?”

	Eve smiled softly. “Don’t worry about it.”

	Dixie nodded and stared off, still in a partial daze.

	“How are you?” asked Adam to Eve.

	Eve regarded him, but something shifted in her and she stood. “I’m fine.” She pulled out her cell. “I’ll call a cab. We should check on Pemberton.”

	Dixie shook her head and rubbed her scalp. “I hate not having my hair.”

	 


Chapter Twenty

	 

	 

	Once back at the apartment complex, they’d found Pemberton still on the floor at Dixie’s. Rousing him, they’d helped him up and found an ice pack for his head.

	Eve and Adam explained how they’d returned from their coffee to find him collapsed. They had no explanation as to why he was at Dixie’s or how he’d gotten inside.

	The confused officer had rubbed his head, looking lost.

	Dixie had been prepared before their arrival that Pemberton would know her as Burke, and she handled his doubtful looks with ease. Despite her own confusion, she played along, explaining that she was only preparing for an upcoming role in a musical theatre production, and she apologized if she’d come across as ill-mannered.

	She’d made the man tea, given him some Aspirin, and before he’d left, had made him promise to come see her sing at the nightclub, his wife included. The man had left smiling and reminding Eve again to stay close to home and telling Adam that Tony would want to talk to him. Adam made no argument.

	After he left, Eve put an exhausted Dixie to bed, ensuring she would do her best to answer her friend’s questions after she rested. Dixie had argued but had fallen asleep within minutes.

	Leaving the bedroom, Eve shut the door behind her.

	“How is she?” asked Adam.

	Eve rubbed her stiff neck. “She’s okay.” She walked into the living area. “She won’t have any lasting effects from this, will she? Burke can’t come back, right?”

	Adam held his ribs, still looking pale. “No. He can’t come back. A connection like that takes time to create. The snow globe is smashed along with his connection to her. Plus, he’ll be just as exhausted from the experience. He got what he came for anyway, so why return?”

	Eve nodded. “He wanted to know who the woman was.”

	“You told him.”

	“He didn’t act convinced. Do you think he’ll go after her too?”

	Adam studied her. “You worried he will?”

	Eve shrugged. She sat on the couch and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “I don’t know. I’m so worn out, I don’t know what to think.”

	He walked over to stand beside her. “Well, there’s not much you can do about it either way. Whoever this woman is will have to take care of herself. She’s not on this planet, anyway.”

	Eve sighed. “I just don’t want to be responsible for endangering anyone. Royce…”

	Adam sat beside her with a groan. “You are not responsible. There’s nothing you did or said to put anyone in danger, other than this Desde.” He paused. “Which judging by your demeanor, is not the woman he loves.”

	Eve tried to think. Adam’s nearness was affecting her, and she wanted to pull back but didn’t do it. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

	He nodded and shifted on the couch, wincing. “I understand. You don’t trust me either. I don’t blame you.”

	“Why are you even here? Aren’t you supposed to be a million miles away by now?”

	He cleared his throat. “Well, let’s just say I couldn’t leave things the way they were.”

	“Why not?”

	He looked at her with sad eyes, and Eve’s heart, despite her wishes, thumped harder. “Because…” he played with a feathery pillow on the couch. “I couldn’t leave you. Not that way. I didn’t want you to think…”

	Eve’s anger flared, and she used it to combat her attraction to him. “Think what? That you were a liar? When you were? That you didn’t want Royce the way Burke did?”

	“Eve…listen.”

	Eve stood. “No. You listen. I’m done. I can’t do this anymore.”

	Holding his side, Adam pushed off the couch and slowly stood. “Let me explain…”

	“I don’t need to hear it. Besides any explanation from you means nothing. If your friend Tez is gone, then you should have gone with him.” She crossed her arms. “Or is he still here? Waiting to hear from you to see if you’ve bedded the lonely Eve again and found her brother? Well, nice job. You know where Royce is now. You can report back the good news. My brother is dead.”

	Tears sprang to her eyes, and she turned away, not wanting to cry. She had so many mixed emotions, she didn’t know what she felt. She just wanted Adam to leave so she could get back to her life.

	“I don’t mean to upset you, but I have to ask. Why didn’t you tell me he was dead when you learned who I was?”

	She sniffed and rubbed her neck. “In hindsight I should have. Then all of this could have been avoided. But I was angry. What business was it of yours? What right did you have to go home and high-five everyone, taking credit for his demise with others like Burke? It sickened me. It still does. I hate this, and I hate you. And I miss my brother.” Her throat constricted and she bit her lip.

	There was a tug on her arm, and she pulled away but the tug grew. She turned to see Adam standing beside her. She backed up, but he followed, until she bumped up against Dixie’s door.

	Adam stood over her, and she resisted the desire to touch him.

	“Listen to me,” he said. He was breathless and Eve suspected he was feeling similar emotions. “I know you’re mad at me. I’ve given you every reason to hate me. But Burke and I are not the same. I would have never hurt Royce.”

	“You would have just directed men like Burke to find him.”

	He held up a finger. “That’s not true. I…”

	“You what?”

	He grimaced. “Damn it, Eve. I didn’t come here to hurt anyone. I simply had a job to do, like anyone else. I wasn’t sure who Royce was and certainly didn’t know you. It was a chance for me. An opportunity to leave my planet and come here. It was the biggest assignment of my life, and Roma entrusted it to me.”

	Eve pushed back against the door. “Apparently there’s a reason for that. Maybe Burke’s right. You messing with Roma, too, to get what you want?”

	His eyes widened. “Stop it. That’s not true and never will be. I’m not interested in Roma.”

	“Why not? She sounds like someone who could bring you everything you want.”

	He laid his hand against the door beside her head. “She’s not.” He hesitated. “You are.”

	Her heart swelled, and she fought her emotions. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

	“I’m not, and I suspect you feel the same way.”

	She shook her head. “I don’t.”

	He loomed over her. “Yes, you do. And you hate it. Hate that you love me.”

	She laughed. “Love you? I don’t love you.”

	He nodded. “I think you do, because, like it or not, you and I have a connection. Our feelings mirror each other’s. And I know how you feel about me, because I know how I feel about you.” He leaned closer, his lips almost touching hers. “I love you, Eve. I love you so much it hurts, worse than these damn ribs.”

	Eve couldn’t think. She wanted to run, but her heart wouldn’t let her. It was like some tendril of electricity had reached out from her chest, wrapped around Adam, and was pulling tighter. Staring at his lips, her desire grew greater than her doubt, and before she could stop herself, she shifted against him and lifted her lips to his. He responded without hesitation and pulled her into his arms. His mouth opened over hers, and she kissed him hungrily. His rib injury did little to prevent him from wrapping his arms around her waist. He kissed her like a starving man with his first taste of food. Eve couldn’t get close enough to him. She moved her fingers into his hair and felt his hands slide down her back and cup her backside. She ground against him. Breathless, he kissed her harder, moaning as he moved his hands lower and picked her up. Eve wrapped her legs around him, and he showed no sign of pain. She wondered if their shared attraction was somehow healing his ribs, because the more they touched, the less discomfort he seemed to be in.

	Holding her, he pulled back from the door. Fumbling, he found the knob and opened it. Still kissing him, Eve let him carry her outside. Using his foot, he managed to close Dixie’s door behind him. He got Eve to her apartment, fumbled again with the knob, and cursing against her lips, got her inside. The dogs ran to greet them, but Eve barely heard them. Adam let go of her and she slid down his legs, feeling every inch of him against her. By now, the fire burned so hot that Eve could barely breathe. Standing again, Eve pushed him backwards into her room. He bumped into a wall, and she became the aggressor. Sliding her hands down his chest, she moved her lips to his neck, tasting and sucking his skin. She lifted his shirt and pulled it off, revealing his muscular chest. The butterflies in her belly danced and fluttered. All her attempts to hate him vanished. Exploring his chest, she grazed her fingertips over his injury. He stilled, and she lowered herself to kiss the area where his ribs were bruised. He groaned with delight. She continued to tease him with her lips until she felt his hands in her hair. He gently guided her back to his lips where he captured her mouth with his again. They parted briefly when he found the edge of her shirt and pulled it up and off of her. The kiss resumed, and wrapping her arms around his neck, she let him tease her tongue with his own. The fire in her belly flamed brighter, and she felt the burn travel down into her toes.

	Pushing her back from the wall, Adam guided her until the edge of the bed bumped against her legs and she fell back against it. He stared at her briefly, as if taking her in and relishing her, then he joined her on the bed, kneeling over her and slowly lowering himself against her.

	She put her hand behind his neck and pulled him in. For a brief moment, she felt a twinge of guilt. Was it right to be bedding a man who’d lied to her and posed a threat to her family? For a moment, it seemed so, but then his lips descended over hers, his fingers found her breast, and all her worries vanished.

	 

	**

	 

	Adam blinked. There was a dull light in the room and he opened his eyes fully. He saw the empty pillow beside him and pushed the sheets back. Sitting up, he rubbed his eyes, seeing his discarded jeans on the floor and Eve’s beside them.

	He wondered what time it was. He and Eve had spent an active afternoon together and fallen asleep in each other’s arms. Thinking of her, his body reacted. Eve had muttered the word “Binding” days ago, although it felt like years, and now he had to admit that she was probably right. Female Red-Lines had a powerful sexual urge when they found a mate, and apparently that urge was no different for the mate. 

	Leaning over, he picked up his jeans and slid them on, then left the bedroom.

	Entering the kitchen, the dogs trotted over and sniffed his feet. Patting their heads, he saw the half-filled coffee pot, but no Eve. Poking his head into the living area, he saw only Louis, the cat, sleeping on the sofa, but an envelope on the coffee table caught his eye. Something cold twisted in his chest as he walked over and picked it up. Adam was written in Eve’s scrawl on the front. Holding his breath, he opened it.

	 

	Adam,

	I’ll make this short and sweet.

	You’re right. I think I’m falling for you, and we are in the middle of a full fledge Binding. But there’s a problem. We can’t Bind. I know you will argue, which is why I’ve left this letter.

	Truthfully, I believe you’re only in love with the idea of me. And I’m in love with the idea of you. But none of it’s true. Binding or not, it will fade. Then you’ll want to go home. You’ll miss your life, your planet. I’ll get restless and begin to resent you. It’s better if we end this now. 

	I know none of this makes sense, but too much has happened. I still don’t know if I can trust you. You could still be a threat. I don’t know if I’ll wake up one morning and you’ll be gone. Or if you still have ulterior motives. Maybe you want to know who Royce’s lover is. Maybe you’re still using me. These are questions I’ll never know the answers to.

	This is why it’s better you and I part ways now, while we’re still…less Binded. There’s no future for us. I’ll never sleep well at night wondering if you’ll betray me again.

	I’m asking you to leave now before I return. I’m not good at messy goodbyes. So please get your things and go. I think once we put some distance between us, you’ll come to see that this is for the best.

	If you truly care for me, you will understand and honor my wishes.

	 

	Eve

	 

	Adam stood like a limbless tree in the room. His heart thumping, he crumpled the letter in his hand. He didn’t know whether to be angry or heartbroken. There were so many things left unsaid, and she’d given him no opportunity to explain.

	Several scenarios played through his mind. Go find her? Wait for her to return? The thought of never seeing her again was almost too difficult to comprehend. But the last line of her letter got to him. Did he love her enough to let her go?

	Tossing the balled-up letter next to Louis, he returned to the bedroom, finished dressing, gathered his things, and headed toward the front door. Looking back for a brief moment, he swallowed, remembering their night together. Thinking of her soft smile and their magnetic connection, he almost changed his mind. But she’d asked him to honor her wishes, and if she needed the space, he would give it to her. Maybe in the not so distant future, she might change her mind and give him the chance he so desperately wanted. But until that time, he would have to wait. Shaking his head and with one last sigh, he opened the door and left.

	 

	**

	 

	Eve sipped her coffee and stared into space. Rain drops dotted Dixie’s window, but Eve barely noticed. But as thunder rumbled, the rain picked up and turned into a downpour. Eve couldn’t help but think of Adam. She’d thrown him out into a downpour, with nothing but a letter to say goodbye. Trying not to think about it, she closed her eyes and rubbed her temples.

	“You want some more coffee, sugar?” Dixie walked over with the coffee pot. She looked at Eve’s cup. “You’ve barely touched the cup I gave you.” She put the pot down and sat next to Eve, putting her elbows on the table. “You ready to talk about it?”

	Eve played with the rim of her mug. “Talk about what?”

	Dixie pushed Eve’s cup away. “Don’t play dumb with me, honey. You show up on my doorstep waking me from a perfectly sound beauty sleep, which I need by the way, in your robe, looking like you’re about to cry, and there’s nothing to talk about? That’s like telling me the dinosaur in the room is only Freddie trying to look tough.” She reached over and patted Eve’s wrist. “Now tell me.”

	Eve sniffed. “I broke it off with Adam. I left a letter for him in my apartment this morning telling him to be gone when I got back.”

	Dixie sighed. “Oh, sugar. I’m sorry.”

	Eve cleared her throat. “It’s no big deal.”

	Dixie smiled softly. “I can tell. You’re not bothered at all.” She grabbed a tissue and handed it to Eve. “Wipe your nose, dear. You must have allergies.”

	Eve shot a sideways glance at her friend and took the tissue. “I’m fine. He was just a temporary distraction.”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“I mean, we aren’t suited for each other.”

	“Not in the least.”

	“I can’t trust him.”

	“Certainly not.”

	“He lied to me.”

	“That bastard.”

	Eve didn’t know if it was her emotional turmoil, her fatigue, or just the craziness of her particular situation, but she chuckled. Dixie smiled and chuckled, too, and before Eve knew it, the chuckle became laughter. Dixie joined her until they were both crying from humor instead of sadness.

	Eve dabbed her eyes, grateful for the respite. “Oh, Dixie.” She giggled again. “I’m such a mess.”

	Dixie grinned. “But you’re a cute mess. Most girls can’t say that.”

	Eve smiled. “You’re lying through your teeth, but thank you.”

	Dixie rested her chin in her palm. “You already know what I think about all this. I know you have your reasons and I’ll respect your decision, but honey, I’ll say it one more time then I’ll shut my mouth. I think he’s the one.”

	Eve shook her head. “It doesn’t matter.”

	“Don’t you think it should? Whatever it is that is making you push him away, can’t it be resolved?”

	“I don’t think so.”

	“Why not? How complicated can it be?”

	“You’d be surprised.”

	“You sure? Maybe Dixie can help.”

	Eve sighed. “Honestly, I just want to talk about something else.”

	Dixie sat back. “Okay, we can do that. What do you want to talk about?”

	Eve pondered. “Well, I guess I’m a bar owner.”

	Dixie’s eyes brightened. “Really? Benny’s? He left it to you?”

	Eve nodded. “Apparently so.” Eve made a mental note to contact Benny’s attorney. The man had left a voicemail on her machine and Eve had heard it that morning. “Although what am I going to do with a bar?”

	Dixie leaned forward with her arms outstretched. “Why, run it of course. You’d be a great owner. You’ll have that place hopping in no time.”

	Eve shrugged. “I don’t know. It feels so…permanent.”

	“What’s wrong with that?”

	“I guess I just like the feeling of being able to pick up and go when I want to. I’ve always been more of a floater instead of a sinker.”

	“Sinker?” Dixie thought about it. “That’s one way to put it. But it doesn’t have to be that way. You can try it. If you don’t like it, sell it. Take the money and run, sugar.”

	“That’s another thing. The money.”

	“What about it? Is the bar in the red?”

	“I have no idea. But Vince is.”

	“Vince? What does he have to do with this? Isn’t he in jail?”

	“He is now. But he’s got a hundred grand in gambling debt to the mob, and they want their money. And they’re not going to get it with Vince in jail. Tony warned me to be careful.”

	Dixie’s eyes widened. “Careful? What for? You didn’t do anything. It’s not your debt to pay.”

	Eve shifted in her seat. “You’re right, but the mob may not see it that way. Vince and I have a history.”

	“So do you and Tony, but you don’t see his superiors blaming you for his inability to catch the flasher in the neighborhood.”

	“There’s a flasher in the neighborhood?”

	“Fun, isn’t it? I keep hoping to run into him. See what all the fuss is about.” 

	Eve held her head. “Maybe you’re right. I’m probably overthinking it. Surely they can get their money elsewhere.”

	“Of course. Men like that know how to get what they want.”

	Eve stared at her friend, who was adjusting her hair in the reflection of the coffee pot, and realized how true Dixie’s words were. If Vince was no longer able to pay his debt, the next logical conclusion was Benny’s bar. And Eve was sure Vince would tell anyone who came asking the same thing. He’d probably go so far as to blame Eve in the process. Eve sat back. She didn’t voice her fears because Dixie would worry, and her friend had been through enough, but she made a mental to note to talk to Tony. As far as she knew Pemberton, or Pemberton’s replacement, was still parked outside her apartment building, but that would not be a serious deterrent to anyone who might want to get to her.

	Satisfied with her appearance, Dixie stood. “Enough talk about men and mobsters, sweetie. How about you and I bite into a scrumptious raspberry danish? I can watch my waistline another day.”

	Eve’s stomach grumbled. She’d had little to eat in the past few days. “Sounds great, Dix.”

	 


Chapter Twenty-One

	 

	 

	Adam walked down the quiet alley and kicked an empty soda can. It skittered against the pavement and came to rest next to a large, brown dumpster. Passing the trash receptacle, Adam turned at the smell of rotting food and headed toward the street. Once there, he hooked a left and kept walking. The rainy days had finally given way to sunlight, and Adam was happy for the warmth. It had been three days since he’d left Eve’s. Confused and angry, he’d returned to the apartment he’d rented for a few months. His lease was up in four days and he either needed to pay for another month or move out. Short on funds, he knew another month of rent was not an option, so he would have to leave.

	He’d attempted to contact Tez several times with no success. Adam was on his own. The credentials he’d used to get the job at Benny’s were suspicious at best, and he knew if anyone dug deep enough, they would learn they were false. His success with Benny had resulted from the amount of research that had gone into preparing. He’d studied Benny and the bar and had a thorough plan as to how he would win Benny over. But things were different now, and he still wasn’t on level ground. He could barely focus after leaving Eve. Sleep was elusive, as was forming a coherent thought.  His body ached, and his head hurt. It was as if losing her was its own disease. He wished he knew the cure. Her letter continued to play in his head, and he wondered if she were right. Was it better to break it off? If Tez were here, would it have been better to return and leave her behind?

	The questions hammered him, but in the end, it didn’t matter. Eve had made up her mind. She’d made no effort to contact him, and although he knew she cared for him, she wasn’t going to let that get in the way. Something was holding her back. Granted, they’d had a rocky start, but he’d thought they’d moved past it. Apparently, that wasn’t true.

	Adam continued to walk, passing a coffee shop, a retail store, and a restaurant. He was going to have to think of something soon because his options were dwindling. Thinking of Eve, he put his hands in his pockets and kept moving. After a few more minutes, his building came into view. It was a low rent area in the seedier part of town, but his presence attracted little interest and people didn’t ask questions. Wanting to avoid the landlord who would ask him about next month’s rent, he took the back alley, planning on entering through the emergency exit. He knew if you jimmied it just the right way, it would open. Trash and graffiti littered the narrow passage, and he dodged a few puddles left over from the rain.

	At the back door, he turned the creaky knob. Sometimes it opened on its own, but it didn’t budge. He searched for the small screwdriver he’d hidden behind a pile of discarded boxes beside the door. Reaching for the tool, he heard footsteps from behind.

	Before he could turn to look, something hard came down on his head and his knees buckled. He had enough time to see two men standing over him before he was hit again and collapsed into a pile of boxes.  

	 

	**

	 

	Eve stepped through the threshold of Benny’s bar. The quiet unnerved her. The usual vibrant pace and bustling activity of drunk and disorderly customers was absent. The stage sat in darkness, lonely for a performer to hop up and begin their song. Her argument with Jerry, her conversation with Adam on the roof, and her last moments with Benny played in her head. It was almost too much for her to handle, and she pushed back the emotion that threatened to erupt.

	She’d left the attorney’s office earlier, where he’d informed her of Benny’s wishes and presented her with a key to the bar. It was a melancholy moment. If she could have chosen, she would have wished Benny back in a heartbeat. She missed him. And she would have liked to have asked him about Adam. She wondered what advice he would have given her. Hearing Benny’s voice in her head, she realized she already knew. He would have told her to get over whatever was eating at her and go for it. Love didn’t grow on trees.

	She walked past the empty stage and into the back hall. Benny’s office was on the left. Crime scene tape hung from the door frame. Bolstering herself, she walked up and pushed the door in. It swung open, and Eve bit back a sob.

	She could still see Benny lying on the floor, blood soaking through his shirt, as she held his hand. She remembered his last words. “I did it all for you.” She wondered then if he’d meant leaving the bar to her. She couldn’t be sure. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and straightened. Now was the not the time to fall apart. She had work to do.

	Shoving aside the memories, she walked in and sat at Benny’s desk. The light was murky from the small window, and she flipped on a desk lamp. Sitting back, she looked around. Benny’s office was a mess. He’d always had a chaotic way of organizing things, but combined with the police investigation, it looked like a bulldozer had traveled through. Files were scattered over the desk and floor. Furniture was overturned, paper littered the ground, and a fine layer of dust coated everything. Benny was never one for housekeeping.

	Spying a clock on the desk, Eve picked it up. Tony had said that Benny had placed a camera in the office, and Eve wondered where he’d hidden it. She’d never known about it, and she wondered how long he’d been using it. Had he always suspected his son could be dangerous? Had he known Vince was in trouble? Studying the timepiece, she saw nothing unusual about it and put it down.

	Realizing the amount of work it was going to take to get this place back up and running, she began to doubt her decision. The last few days, in her effort to forget about Adam, she’d taken the time to consider her life as a bar owner. Was it something she wanted to do? Did she want the headaches of management? She’d gone back and forth, at one point deciding she would sell the bar and move on, then changing her mind, thinking she was ready to take on a new challenge. The last few days had been tortuous for her. She’d barely slept, and her appetite had disappeared. Her energy levels were so low, she could barely make the effort to go to the bathroom. She wanted to blame her lethargy on the decision she had to make, but she knew it was more than that.

	As much as she hated to admit it, she knew Adam was the cause. Their Binding had been well on its way to completion, and she knew from her sister’s experience that breaking that energy mid connection could be detrimental to both Binders. She knew now what her sister had gone through, and it was not fun. Mustering the energy to dress and get herself over to the attorney’s office had taken all the energy she’d had. Stepping into Benny’s had offered her a momentary respite, but now that she was sitting down and reflecting, she felt the exhaustion return.

	She thought about Vince. He was in the county jail, his bond set at a hundred thousand dollars. She thought that was ironic, since that was what he owed his debtors. Playing with a loose leaf of paper, she recalled her conversation with Tony the previous day. The police protection he’d ordered had been rescinded, to Tony’s dismay. The department couldn’t afford to keep an officer outside her door based on a supposed threat. Tony had asked her to disappear for a while, until he could get more information from his sources, but she had refused. She couldn’t hide forever.

	Sighing, she picked up an upended trash can and began to go through the papers on Benny’s desk. Staring at an old receipt, she thought she heard footsteps. Was someone in the bar.

	Standing, she stared through the open door, her heart picking up its pace. “Hello?” she asked. “Somebody there?”

	The steps encroached, and two men appeared in the hallway. One was tall and the other slightly shorter. They wore dark suits with colorful ties and both had dark, short cropped hair and olive skin. A third man was with them, only his head was covered and his hands bound. Before Eve could react, the suited men entered the office and shoved the bound man to the floor, who fell with a grunt.

	Eve stood in shock. The taller man spoke.

	“Hello, Miss Fletcher.” He adjusted his tie. “My name is Sam and this is my associate, Billy.” He nodded to the shorter man. Billy said nothing but maintained a dull stare.

	Eve stared at the men, and then at the man on the floor. His energy was familiar, and fear made her belly flip-flop. “Who are you? What do you want?”

	Sam walked over and yanked the hood off the fallen man. Eve sucked in a breath when she saw Adam, hair disheveled and face red. He blinked and squinted but saw her. “Eve?”

	She stopped herself from rushing to his side. “Adam.”

	Sam tossed the hood aside. “Miss Fletcher, my associates and I do not want to take much of your time. We just need some help. You and your friend here have caused us quite a bit of trouble. One of our other associates, I believe you know him, is behind in his payments and he owes us a little bit of money. He came to you for help but failed to gain your cooperation. Now I know his problems are not your fault, but we also know that your connection to this man is our only way to pay his debt.”

	Eve gripped a pen on the desk. “I have nothing to do with Vince or his debts.”

	Sam shrugged. “Nevertheless, you are still involved. Vince knew there was money to be found and now we want you to get it for us.”

	“I don’t have any money,” said Eve.

	Sam held up a finger. “Oh, but you do.” He waved a hand. “You’ve just become the proud owner of this fine establishment. That sounds like a windfall to me.”

	“This place belonged to Benny. He is not responsible for his son’s debts.”

	Sam frowned. “I feel for you, Miss Fletcher. Really I do. But that’s not my problem. My boss wants his money, and that’s all that matters.”

	Adam tried to sit up. “Leave her be. Get your money somewhere else.”

	Sam glanced at Adam and then nodded at Billy, who walked over and kicked Adam in the stomach. Adam made a breathless grunt and rolled to his side. It took everything Eve had not to react.

	“When I want your opinion, I’ll ask for it.” Sam looked back at Eve. “Now, as I was saying, we want our money.” Eve started to speak, but he stopped her. “Before you argue with me, let me finish.” He traced a finger over a dusty file cabinet. “You can either sell the bar to us, or, there is a key.”

	“A key?” she asked.

	“We have some friends in law enforcement. They keep us informed of pertinent facts. Apparently, your policeman friend found a key in this office during his search. It is apparently a safety deposit box key. Despite their investigation, no one has been able to determine what bank this key is from, but there is a lot of curiosity as to what your friend Benito may have kept in the box. I’d like to know myself.”

	Eve’s mind raced. A safety deposit box? She’d used that as a ploy to distract Vincent, but she had no knowledge of one actually existing. She thought back to her conversations with Benny. Had he mentioned one to her?

	“So, if you’d prefer that option, you can roll the dice and see what you find.”

	Eve squinted. “What do you mean?”

	He wiped the dust off his fingers. “Pretty simple. Get the key, find the box, and pray there’s money in it. If there is, then,” he gestured to the air, “this can be all yours. If not, well then, time to sell. And I know an excellent buyer. My boss will buy this place for the tidy sum of one hundred thousand dollars.”

	“It’s worth more than that.”

	“Maybe to you it is.”

	Eve tried to think. Adam slowly got to his knees. “What if I say no?”

	He smiled and looked at Billy, who grinned back. “My friend Billy here is excellent at persuasion. He can use the most rudimentary equipment to achieve a most satisfying result.” He picked up a paperclip. “Something as simple as this can be most effective. Matches, pliers, simple things are so helpful…you get the point.”

	Eve held her breath. “You’d torture Adam?”

	“Him?” Sam shook his head. “No. Not him.” He pointed at Eve. “You. Your friend will get to watch while you scream. A few minutes of that and you’ll be begging to sell. And he’ll be begging you to do it.”

	Bile rose in the back of her throat, and Eve swallowed it back. She met Adam’s gaze and felt his anger. “I think I prefer another option.”

	“Most do.”

	She took a deep breath and centered herself. “Where is this key?”

	“Evidence locker, at your friend’s precinct.”

	“How do I get it?”

	“That’s your problem. Not mine.”

	She widened her eyes. “How am I supposed to get a key out of an evidence locker in the middle of a police station?”

	He made a face. “I don’t know. Magic? Prayer? Inside help? Maybe your friend Tony would be willing to assist for a little cut of the action.” He looked her over. “I’m sure you can be just as persuasive as my friend here, only your tools are much prettier to look at.” He put his hands in his pockets. “Whatever you decide, you have twenty-four hours.”

	“Twenty-four hours? How am I supposed to get that key, find the bank, and access the box in twenty-four hours?”

	He shrugged. “You can always sell now. I have the papers in the car.”

	She held up a hand. “No. I’ll figure it out.”

	He smiled. “I’m sure you will.” He glanced at Adam. “I’m sure between the two of you, you’ll do just fine.” He walked to the door, and Billy followed. “We’ll be in touch. And please don’t attempt to run. I don’t like to chase people. You disappear, and so does a family member. You understand?”

	Eve nodded. “I do.”

	“Excellent. Have a nice day.” He nodded at Billy, and they left.

	Adam struggled to pull himself up. She went to his side, untied his hands, and helped him to sit on the couch. He fell back against the cushions with a curse. “How do we keep ending up like this?”

	Eve wondered the same thing. “I don’t know. It seems we have a dark cloud following us.”

	He rubbed his belly. “I’m getting tired of being a punching bag.”

	She stifled the urge to reach out. “Guess you’re beginning to regret knowing me.”

	He raised a brow. “You’d think.”

	Warmth flooded her, and she inwardly cursed. Just when she thought she was getting back on her feet, she found herself back on shaky ground. She stood from the couch. “You don’t have to stay. I can figure this out on my own.”

	“You know I can’t do that. You’re worth every bump and bruise. Besides, you heard him. We can’t disappear.”

	“He just wants the money. If I get it to him, he won’t care about you.”

	“You don’t know that. He’s using me as leverage. And if he thinks that’s gone, he’ll either come after me again, or someone else you lo—care about.”

	She wrung her hands, and figured he was right. “Once this is over, we still go our separate ways. This doesn’t mean we’re together.”

	He raised his palms. “I promise to keep my hands to myself. But feel free to use yours whenever you wish.”

	“This isn’t funny, Adam.”

	“No, it isn’t.” He stood, holding his stomach, and faced her. “I promise you this. I won’t touch you again unless you ask me to. And if you do, just know that I’ll never let you go.”

	A vivid memory surfaced of his tongue flicking over her belly while his fingers explored her body. Her face flushed. She would never be able to let her guard down around him. “Fine. I accept those terms.”

	“Good.” He was a little flush himself as he looked around the room and then at her. “Now, how do we get that key?”

	 


Chapter Twenty-Two

	 

	 

	“Before we consider the key,” she said, “maybe we ought to consider the box first. If we can’t find that, then there’s no point in getting the key.”

	“Benny never mentioned a box to you? Didn’t you tell Vince that you had a key?”

	“I did, but it was made up. I used it to buy time. Benny never said anything to me about having a key or a safety deposit box.”

	“So, who would he mention it to? Does he have a significant other? A wife or girlfriend?”

	Eve glanced at the picture on the wall of Benny and his wife Maggie on their wedding day. “His wife passed. There’s no girlfriend I’m aware of.”

	“Who was he closest to? And why have a box, other than to protect something?”

	Eve rubbed her head. “I don’t know.”

	“Any other kids?”

	Eve looked up. “Just me.”

	“He didn’t confide in you?”

	“He did, but not about things he didn’t want me to worry about. Those things he kept to himself.”

	“But he would want you to know what to do after his death, wouldn’t he? Otherwise, why have it? What did he say before he died? That he did it all for you? What did he mean?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“Maybe he died before he could tell you. Or maybe he tried to tell you, but you didn’t realize it.”

	“He didn’t tell me anything.”

	“How do you know? Maybe you missed it.”

	“I think I would know if he told me about a box.”

	“What about another way? Did he leave a voicemail, send you a letter?”

	Eve began to argue, but stopped. She thought of her apartment. She’d listened to her voicemails and there was nothing from Benny, but there was the large stack of unopened mail on her dining table. Could Benny have mailed her something?

	“What?” asked Adam.

	She picked up her purse. “Come on. Let’s go.

	“Where?”

	“To my apartment.”

	 

	**

	 

	Twenty minutes later, Eve opened her front door and Adam followed her inside. The dogs ran up to greet her, and she gave them a quick pet before sitting at the dining table. Benny’s cat, Louis, rubbed against Adam’s leg before disappearing back into Eve’s bedroom.

	Adam observed the messy table and the pile of unopened letters. “Jeez. When’s the last time you checked your mail?”

	“I pull out the bills and leave the rest.”

	He sat down beside her and began checking the envelopes, looking for anything that might be from Benny. He reached for a letter that had fallen on the floor and drew back when something crawled out from under it. A roach scurried across the floor, and Adam jumped out of his seat.

	Eve discarded a letter. “What’s the matter?”

	He pointed at the black bug. “It’s a roach.” Freddie ran over and sniffed it, and the roach ran under the table. Adam stepped back, and the dog trotted away, uninterested. 

	Eve narrowed her eyes. “Don’t tell me you’re scared of it. Don’t you have bugs on Eudora?”

	“Bugs. Not creatures. I hate those things.”

	“I don’t like them either, but it’s not going to hurt you.”

	“You sure about that? That thing looks like it’s from that island in King Kong.”

	Eve chuckled. “I can’t believe you’re scared of bugs when you’ve been chased and attacked by mobsters and aliens.”

	“If I’d known that thing was in here, I would have never been able to have a relationship with you.” He picked up a discarded catalogue.

	“I’ll keep that in mind. What are you doing with that?”

	Adam rolled up the magazine. “I’m going to kill it.”

	She stood. “No, you’re not. Give me that.” She took the catalogue and threw it back in the trash pile. 

	Adam stared in disbelief as she squatted down, put her head below the table and held out her hand.

	“What are you doing?”

	Eve moved closer to the insect, and Adam stared in horror as the bug crawled toward her and walked onto her fingers. The blood drained from his face. “I think I’m going to puke.”

	Eve came out from under the table and stood. “Don’t be such a baby. Look. It’s harmless.” She reached out, and Adam darted back and almost jumped on the couch. He managed to maintain a small amount of composure though and kept his feet on the ground.

	“Keep that thing away from me.”

	With the roach crawling over her fingers, Eve walked to the window. She cracked the pane, put her hand down, and the roach walked off. It took a few steps as it sensed its new surroundings and then flew away.

	Adam dropped his jaw. “It flies?” He put his hand on his chest. “Why didn’t you tell me that?”

	Eve shut the window. “I didn’t want you to leap out the window first.” She looked outside. “He’ll find a new home now.” She went to the kitchen sink, washed her hands, returned to the table, and sat. “Now help me go through this pile.”

	Adam eyed her, trying to assess her level of sanity.  After a few seconds, though, his heart rate recovered and he sat back next to Eve, but he kept a wary eye out for other creatures.

	For the next few minutes, they checked every letter, throwing away the junk mail and opening anything that looked of interest.

	Opening the last letter, Eve sighed and threw it away. “Nothing from Benny.” She sat back in her seat.

	Adam was about to throw away another stray retail catalogue when he saw what looked like the corner of an envelope poking out from the side of it. He pulled it out. “Eve, look.”

	Eve took the letter and read the front. Spark was written in tidy letters on the front. There was no postage and no return address. “Oh my god.”

	“Isn’t that what he called you?”

	She nodded. “Yes.” With shaky fingers, she opened the envelope and pulled out a sheet of paper. Her face paled.

	“What is it?”

	She showed the paper to him. There was one sentence on it.

	 

	Metropolitan National Bank, #423

	 

	He dropped his jaw and fell back in is seat. “Oh, hell.”


Chapter Twenty-Three

	 

	 

	“I can’t believe it.” She dropped the letter on the table and stared at it. “I wonder when it was sent? Did Benny deliver it before he died or did someone do it for him?”

	“Either way, we now know where the box is. Question is, what next?”

	Eve tapped the letter. “We have to open the box. Obviously, there’s something there he wants me to have.”

	“Why be so cryptic about it?”

	Eve sighed. “Knowing Benny, he’s trying to protect me. He wants to be sure I’m the only one with access.”

	“That’s going to be hard without the key. It would have been helpful if he’d included it in the envelope.”

	“I know. It doesn’t make sense. Maybe Vince interrupted his plans. Benny may have prepared to give me the key at some point. Or maybe he instructed his attorney to take care of it if something happened. Only the police found the key first.” She stood and began to pace. “There’s no way to know. All we can do now is work with what we have. Which means we have to get to the key.”

	Adam turned in his seat. “How do you propose we do that? Unless you plan to ask Tony to help.”

	Eve frowned. “No. I can’t involve him. It would risk his career. Plus, it’s better he not know what’s going on.”

	“Why not? Maybe he can help.”

	“I know Tony. He’ll get himself killed trying to protect me. No. We have to figure this out on our own.”

	Adam chuckled. “How do you think we’re going to get into the evidence locker in a police station? You have some hidden talents I’m not aware of?”

	A knock on the door made them jump. “You expecting someone?” asked Adam.

	“No.” She walked over and peeked out the peephole. “What in the…” She opened the door. “Declan?”

	A tall man with sandy blonde hair and a lean physique stepped inside.

	Eve closed the door. “Is everything all right?”

	Declan stood in the living room and eyed Adam.

	“Looks like you’ve fully recovered,” said Declan.

	Adam moved his arm. “Good as new, thanks to your friend.” He recalled Sarah’s healing touch. “How is everyone?” He didn’t know what else to say. This man and his friends had good reasons to distrust him.

	“We’re fine,” said Declan. He glanced at Eve. “We were actually concerned about you. We’ve been trying to reach you the last few days, with no result. I called your sister and got your address. I thought I’d check in.” He looked between the two of them, and Adam sensed his energetic inquiry. Declan was more capable than he let on.

	“You called Gilli?” asked Eve.

	“Don’t worry. She doesn’t know. Said we wanted to send you a thank you card. How are things?”

	“We’re okay,” said Eve.

	“We’ve got a problem,” said Adam, at the same time. Eve scowled at him.

	Declan paused, “Sadly, I believe him.”

	Eve didn’t argue. “I’m sorry I didn’t get back to you and Sarah. I got the voicemails. I’ve just been busy with everything that’s happened. But I’m fine and so is Adam.”

	Adam stepped closer. “You tell him about Burke? You tell him about the mob?”

	A message from Eve best not spoken aloud rang in Adam’s head.

	Declan’s brow raised, and he took off his jacket and threw it on the sofa. He looked at Eve. “You want to fill me in?”

	Still glaring at Adam, Eve walked into the living area and crossed her arms. “There’s nothing to tell. Adam is exaggerating. It’s nothing we can’t handle.”

	“We?” asked Declan. “I expected you to have kicked Adam out the minute you left the house. I’m surprised to see him here.”

	Eve opened her mouth to speak but hesitated.

	“She did kick me out,” said Adam. “A couple of times. But we’ve had a few hiccups since we left.”

	“Getting rid of him isn’t so easy,” said Eve.

	Declan nodded. “Interesting.”

	“Not really,” said Eve.

	Declan appeared to smile before stopping himself. “So, fill me in. I heard you were cleared of all charges in your friend’s death.”

	“We were,” said Eve. “I inherited Benny’s bar.”

	“Is that good?”

	“It’s great. I’m just figuring out what’s next.”

	Declan stared at her, obviously expecting more. When Eve didn’t say anything, he looked at Adam. “You want to tell me what she’s leaving out?”

	Despite Eve’s warning frown, Adam didn’t hesitate. “How about how Benny’s son is in debt to the mob for a hundred grand and now they expect Eve to pay up. Or how a man named Burke from Eudora came looking for Eve’s brother. He projected himself into Dixie’s body, threatened me, and forced Eve to take him to Royce.”

	Declan’s eyes widened. “Excuse me?” He shook his head. “Who’s this Dixie?”

	“Eve’s best friend. She lives next door. Burke befriended her. He’s a powerful Red-Line who’s capable of projection. It’s outlawed on our planet, but he was able to possess her for a short time, enabling him to get close to Eve. He threatened Eve, using me and Dixie as leverage. Eve had no choice but to take us to Royce.”

	Declan stared at Eve, who looked away. “You took him to Royce?”

	Eve paused, her eyes shiny. “Yes. They saw the tombstone.” She blinked watery eyes.

	“You know he’s dead?” asked Adam.

	“Yes. We were at the funeral.” Declan watched Eve. “What happened after that?”

	Eve decided to speak. “Adam attacked Burke. It allowed me the opportunity to break the connection that held Burke to Dixie. Burke disappeared, and Dixie returned. She’s okay and thankfully doesn’t remember a thing.”

	“Where’s Burke?”

	“Probably on his way home,” said Declan. “He got what he came for. Royce is no longer a threat to the throne.”

	Declan nodded. “I hope it stays that way. And why does the mob expect Eve to pay Vince’s debt?”

	“Because Eve inherited the bar. They want her to sell it for the amount of the debt. But we may have another option.”

	Eve sighed. “Adam, please. We don’t need to involve him. He’s done enough.”

	Declan frowned. “Tell me.”

	Adam picked up the letter. “Apparently there’s a key to a safety deposit box. The police found it when they searched Benny’s office. But they can’t figure out what bank the key’s from. But Benny told Eve.” He handed the letter to Declan. “We have twenty-four hours to see if we can get into the box. Problem is, the key is in an evidence room down at the police station. We have no way of getting it.”

	Declan read the letter. “Once you get the key, you think the bank will give you access? They have strict rules about who can open a box.”

	“I’ll be able to,” said Eve. “Benny sent me the information. I think he means for me to open it.”

	Declan gave the letter back to Declan. “And what happens if you get there and there’s nothing in the box but old photos and a few letters?”

	Eve cocked her head. “I guess I’ll be selling the bar at a major discount. It’s not worth people’s lives.”

	Declan stood quietly, appearing to think. “You should have asked for help, Eve.”

	“This isn’t yours, or anyone else’s, problem. I can take care of myself.”

	“Your brother said the same thing. You know if he were here, he would advise you otherwise.”

	Eve straightened. “But he’s not here, is he?”

	Declan didn’t answer. Eve pushed the hair off her face and sat on the couch.

	Adam sensed the tension between the two but was unable to discern the reason behind it. “So, what do you think?” he asked Declan.

	Declan looked away from Eve. “Twenty-four hours?”

	“Well, more like twenty-three now.”

	Declan checked his watch. “Where’s this key?

	“Down at the local precinct. Not sure which one. Her friend Tony is the sergeant on the case.”

	Declan nodded. “Okay. Sit tight. You two stay here until you hear from me.”

	Eve looked up. “What are you going to do?”

	“You let me worry about that.”

	“Declan…”

	“Eve,” he said sternly. “I said let me worry about it.”

	Adam sensed again some underlying issue.

	Eve crossed her arms but didn’t say a word. Declan spoke to Adam. “You stay with her. She does something stupid, you call me.” He pulled a card out of his pocket and handed it to him. “If you don’t hear from me within twenty-two hours, call that number.”

	Adam took the card, and with one last glance at Eve, Declan picked up his jacket, opened the door, and left.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Four

	 

	 

	The next several hours were slow-moving, weary ones. Dixie, once hearing Adam was back, had invited them to dinner. Eve was grateful for the distraction. The attraction between her and Adam would not abate. She was sure Adam felt the same. He avoided sitting too close. She recalled his promise: that he would not touch her until she touched him first. She was grateful. Despite her desire for him, she kept her distance. Once this was over, he would be out of her life for good.

	Dixie, to her credit, made no mention of the two of them being together, and Eve told her that Adam was there only to help with opening Benny’s bar. Dixie had raised a brow at her but said nothing more.

	That night, Eve made up the couch for Adam and went to sleep in her room. But despite her fatigue, she slept little. She tossed and turned and woke in the morning feeling like she wore a weighted robe. Seeing Adam at the coffee table, she knew he’d also had a bad night. An empty coffee cup was in front of him and the pot was half empty. Eve helped herself to a cup.

	Adam yawned. He had a bad case of bed head, and Eve found herself wanting to run her fingers through it.

	“How’d you sleep?” he asked.

	She glared at him.

	“That well, huh?”

	She sat across from him and drank from her mug. The brew was lukewarm, but she couldn’t summon the energy to heat it. Just sitting across from him, she could feel the pull of energy between them. It felt like it was sucking the life out of her. But she refused to back down. Binding to this man was not an option.

	“What do you want to do today?” he asked.

	She rubbed her tired eyes. “Shoot myself.”

	He sipped his coffee. “Besides that.”

	“Shoot you.”

	He chuckled. “I can always rely on you for interesting conversation.”

	“I aim to please.”

	“I wish.”

	She glowered again.

	He scanned the room. “You got any games? Puzzles?”

	“Are you serious?”

	“I can’t sit in this room all day and try not to think about you. It was murder yesterday, and last night was intolerable. So either we think of something to occupy our time or I might take you up on that offer of shooting me. At least that would take me out of my misery.” He paused. “Or if you’d like, we could talk about that letter you left me.”

	Eve thought of a variety of responses, but none that were helpful. “Top drawer. On the TV stand.”

	“I figured.” Adam walked over and opened the drawer. He pulled out a puzzle box with a picture of a gray kitten on a gray background, swatting at a gray ball of yarn. It was a thousand pieces. “Perfect.” He brought the box over, sat, and opened it.

	For the next two hours, Eve helped Adam put it together. They took a break and had some breakfast, before resuming the puzzle. They continued to drink coffee, and by the time they’d finished, it was late morning and Eve was jumpy with caffeine overload. If Adam had challenged her, she would have raced him around the block and probably jumped a few cars along the way. Jittery, she went to take a shower. Using cold water helped, and when she was done, Adam went in after her. He emerged looking more refreshed but still heavy-lidded.

	Eve checked her watch. It was close to twenty hours since they’d talked to Declan.

	“Should we call him?” asked Adam.

	“He said twenty-two hours. He’s got a couple hours left.”

	“This is cutting it close.”

	Eve sighed. “Yes, it is.”

	Adam sat on the couch and leaned back. “So, since we have a little time, what’s the story behind your friends?”

	“Story?”

	“Yes. How does a group of Grays and one potent female Red-Line end up on Earth?”

	Eve sat at the coffee table away from Adam. “It’s a long story. But the short version is that their group has been here a long time. In your planet’s history, there was a time when exploration was welcomed, even expected. Communities sprouted up on a multitude of planets. From what I understand, it was considered a rite of passage to travel and live among other species. But when things changed on Eudora and travel was stopped, those communities were left to fend for themselves. All communication ended between home and the host planets. The communities still exist though, despite the division. This group is one of them.”

	“Why only one Red-Line? Where are the others?”

	“That’s a little confusing to me too. When Eudora stopped communicating several years ago, the Red-Lines here died out. Their sensitivities could not sustain Earth’s harsh environment without help from home. Sarah is different though. She is the product of Red-Line and human DNA like me, which enables her to survive, while still utilizing her unique gifts.”

	“I’ve never seen, or felt, anything like her.”

	“She’s special. Her healing abilities have come in handy.”

	“Declan has some gifts too. He’s a pretty powerful Gray.”

	She studied him. “You’re not too shabby yourself.”

	“I have my moments.”

	“You shut that door at the motel. Not many Grays can do that. Plus, you project your thoughts pretty easily.”

	“I suspect that has more to do with you than anything else.”

	Heat rippled through her, and she shifted on her chair. “Maybe.”

	Adam rubbed his temples, and Eve knew he was feeling the same discomfort.

	“How long have you spoken to animals?”

	Eve straightened. “You know I speak to animals? How long have you known that?”

	“Since you commanded Louis to attack Vince in Benny’s office. And that whole roach thing was a big clue.”

	“I didn’t realize I was that obvious.”

	“You are to me.”

	Her heart thumped. She needed to keep talking. “What would happen if your people learned about Sarah and her group?”

	“You keep saying ‘your’ people, but they’re our people. You’re part of them too, you know?”

	She wasn’t sure how to respond to that. “Yes, well, I suppose. But I’m not quite ready to claim them yet.”

	“Your dad is one of them, and he’s a good man.”

	“So you do know him?”

	“I know of him. I’ve never met him. He was a good leader though. Well respected and kind.”

	She hesitated. “Is he still alive?”

	“Why would you ask that? Why wouldn’t he be?”

	“I heard he was ill.”

	“Ill?” He looked off. “Is that why he was voted out?” He looked back. “I had no idea. In his last weeks as our leader, he was less seen in public, but I never thought much about it.”

	“But you would know, right? If something had happened?”

	“If a former High Leader had died? Yes, we would know. It would be announced, and he would have a public ceremony.”

	Eve nodded. 

	“Why do you think he was sick?”

	Eve considered how much to say, but her brain was so muddled it was hard to think. “Our half-brother, Jasper visited. He and Royce met. Jasper told him that our father was mysteriously ill and no one could find the cause.”

	Adam’s eyes rounded. “Jasper visited? He came to Earth?”

	Eve had no idea if she was saying too much or not. “Yes. Over a year ago. Do you know Jasper?”

	Adam’s face fogged over, and Eve suspected his brain wasn’t working any better than hers. “I met him once. At a gathering.”

	“Really?”

	“He was a giving a speech. He’s an intense guy and passionate in his beliefs.”

	“What was he speaking about?”

	“Your dad. He was trying to rally the vote to keep him in office. Unfortunately, it didn’t help. The Council still chose to replace your father.”

	Eve rested her head in her hand. “I wish I knew where Dad was, and if he was okay.”

	“When’s the last time you saw him?

	Eve had to think about it. “Four years, I think?”

	Adam nodded. “That’s a long time.”

	Eve recalled their conversation at the motel. “When’s the last time you saw your parents?”

	Adam’s face dropped, as if he disliked having to think about it. “I don’t know. Ten years, maybe?”

	“Ten years? That long?”

	“I saw my sister two years ago. That counts for something, doesn’t it?”

	Eve thought four years was hard enough, but ten years? She prayed it wouldn’t be that long before she saw her dad again, provided he was alive. “Who exactly do you have to go home to?”

	He stood and walked to the window. “I do just fine on my own.”

	The urge to comfort him almost made her forget her plan to avoid him, but she held strong. “How long have you known your friend Tez?”

	“Since we were kids. We had a similar upbringing. He’s not much closer to his family, although he did marry.”

	Eve nodded, unsure of what to say next. “What will you do if he doesn’t come back?”

	He looked over. “That’s a great question. I don’t suppose you know anyone who can take in an unemployed, broke Eudoran, do you?”

	They held the look, and before Eve could answer, there was a knock on the door.

	She startled in her seat, and Adam jumped. “I hope that’s him.”

	Eve stood and walked over to look out the peephole. There was a tall man wearing a baseball cap standing at her entry. She didn’t recognize him. “Who is it?” she asked. Adam stepped up beside her.

	A voice spoke from outside. “Eve Fletcher? I have a delivery from a mutual friend.”

	Adam leaned in and looked out the peephole. “What mutual friend?” he asked.

	“One who has a penchant for keys,” said the man.

	Adam paused and cracked the door open. The man handed an envelope to Adam.

	“Have a nice day,” was all the visitor said before he disappeared from view.

	Adam closed the door and gave the envelope to Eve. She took it and quickly slid it open. Turning it upside down, she was astonished when a small copper key fell into her hand.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Five

	 

	 

	The cab pulled up to the steps that led to a large building surfaced with dark paneled glass. Situated in the grass in large, steel letters were the words Metropolitan National Bank. Adam stepped out, and Eve joined him. They stared up at the tall skyscraper. “This is it?” asked Adam. “That’s a huge bank.”

	“I think it’s only on two floors. Come on.”

	Eve took the steps up to the entrance. She’d changed clothes, and her red, full skirt blew in the wind. Adam wore khaki pants and a long-sleeved collared navy shirt. Between her and Dixie, they’d found something a bit more suitable for him to wear. His worn jeans and stained t-shirt made him look like a college kid during spring break.

	“You sure they’re going to let you in?” he asked. Reaching the stop of the stairs, they paused at the entrance.

	“I guess we’ll find out. How much time do we have before Sam expects us?”

	He glanced at his watch. “About two and a half hours.”

	Eve nodded. “You ready?”

	“I’m not exactly sure what I’m ready for. There’s not much for me to do, except sit there and look cute.”

	She smiled and had to admit she was glad he was there. Doing this alone would have been difficult. “It’s what you do best.”

	The corner of his mouth rose. “I think there might be a few other things I do better.”

	Her face heated. “That topic is best not discussed right now.”

	“When would you like to discuss it?”

	She didn’t look at him. “How about we open this box first, and make sure we’re still alive in three hours. Then we’ll consider opening that other box.”

	“I’ll hold you to that.”

	“I’m sure you will.” They entered the building. Inside was a large lobby with a row of elevators. Men and women in suits and briefcases came and went. Next to the elevators was a large, metallic front desk with a computer and a man in a brown suit and tie was seated and typing at a keyboard.

	Eve approached him. “Metropolitan Bank?”

	The man stared at the screen, and Eve noticed he was looking at security monitors. People arriving and leaving through various doors could be seen in the footage. “Floors two and three.”

	‘Thank you.”

	She and Adam took the elevators and arrived on the second floor. When the doors opened, they were greeted by another desk with another occupant. Only this desk was black, the floors were carpeted, and there was a woman up front. Her blonde hair was pulled up and looked as smooth as the glass wall behind her. Eve could see desks and cubicles in the area behind the woman.

	They approached the front desk. “How can I help you?” asked the woman.

	“We need to open a safety deposit box,” said Eve.

	“Sign here, please.” The woman slid a sheet of paper toward her, and Eve signed her name.

	“One moment.” The woman picked up the phone and dialed a number. Looking at the sheet, she gave Eve’s name, had a brief conversation, and hung up. “Terrance will be out in a second. Why don’t you have a seat? Can I get you something to drink?”

	Eve shook her head. “No, thanks.” Adam declined as well. Turning, Eve saw a comfortable leather couch and two upholstered chairs with a coffee table in the middle sporting various magazines. She sat in one of the chairs.

	Adam sat in the other. “I had no idea banks were so formal.”

	“Me either.” She felt out of place, as if at any moment, one of the employees would come out of his cubicle, see her, yell “imposter!” and security would arrive and throw her out. She settled back in her chair and tried to relax.

	“Is this normal?” asked Adam.

	“I have no idea.”

	Adam flipped through a magazine.

	A man approached. He was slender, with thinning hair and a blue suit. “Eve Fletcher?” He spoke as if he were in a library.

	“Yes. That’s me.” She stood and so did Adam.

	“I’m Terrance. I’m happy to help you today. Please follow me.”

	They followed Terrance past a row of cubicles. Faint talking and the occasional boisterous laugh came out. Terrance led them to a desk. It was uncluttered and tidy; the only thing on it was a paperweight and a folder. Terrance sat behind it, and Eve and Adam took the chairs in front.

	Terrance opened the folder. “So you’re here to open a deposit box?” he asked.

	Eve shifted in her seat. “Yes.”

	“What number?”

	“Four thirty-two.”

	“May I see your identification?”

	Eve pulled out her driver’s license and handed it to him. He looked it over and made a few notes on a piece of paper in his folder.

	“You have the key?” Eve nodded and pulled the key from her purse.

	He handed her license back. “Thank you.” He pulled out a sheet of paper and a pen and handed it to her. “Can you fill this out, please?”

	Eve took the paper and looked it over. It was basic questions, so she filled it out as Terrance produced a laptop from a drawer, opened it, and began to type.

	Eve completed the form and handed it back to Terrance as he continued to read the screen. Eve glanced at Adam as they waited. He winked at her, and she realized how tense she was. She took a deep breath and made herself relax.

	Terrance raised a brow at the screen. “Interesting,” he said. He punched a button and a printer beside the desk whirred to life.

	“What?” asked Eve. “Something wrong?”

	“This box was opened by a man named Benito Bonelli.”

	“Yes. I know.”

	Terrance glanced back at the screen. “Apparently he’s rather cautious. You are the only one who has access to the box.”

	Eve nodded.

	“So?” asked Adam.

	“There are a series of questions he wants you to answer before I give you access. Failure to answer any of them will result in me denying you entry. I guess he wants to be sure it’s you.”

	Eve gripped the arms of the chair. “But it is me.”

	Terrance pulled a paper off the printer and made a few notes on it, then put it in the folder. “Well, we’re about to find out.”

	Adam reached over and took her hand. His touch sent shivers through her, but she found his skin against hers calming. “It’s fine,” he said. “He just wants to be sure, so don’t worry. You’ll know all the answers.”

	She squeezed his hand in return and nodded. Looking back at Terrance, she said, “Okay. Shoot.”

	Terrance eyed the screen. “What is his nickname for you?”

	Eve relaxed her shoulders. “That’s easy. Spark.”

	Terrance clicked his mouse. “What was Benito’s best day?”

	Eve smiled. “The day he married Maggie.”

	Terrance clicked the mouse again. “Who is his cat named after and why?”

	Eve breathed easier. This was simple. “Louis Armstrong. Benny’s favorite song is ‘It’s a Beautiful World.’”

	Another click on the mouse. Adam squeezed her fingers reassuringly.

	“What type of man does he want you to meet?”

	Eve hesitated. She and Benny had spoken many times about her taste in men. Had he given her one piece of advice? Sweat popped out on her skin, but the answer quickly appeared. She held her breath, hoping it was correct. “He wanted me to meet someone who made me laugh.”

	The mouse clicked again, and Eve swallowed.

	“Really?” asked Adam.

	She didn’t answer him.

	Terrance continued. “Why did he give you the nickname ‘Spark’?”

	Eve thought back and almost laughed. “It was the first day we met. I came in to audition. His son Vince set it up. I was singing on stage when suddenly all the lights went out in the bar. Benny started cursing and yelling at someone in the back.” She paused as she reflected back on that day. “I remember I saw a cord crossing the stage floor. I followed it and saw that the plug was lying on the ground beside an outlet. Just out of curiosity, I plugged it in. There was this big pop, the outlet sparked, and all the lights came on.” She smiled softly. “Benny stared in shock. He walked over to the cord and saw that it only led to a vacuum cleaner. The cleaning crew had left it and it had no connection to the electrical system. There was no reason for the lights to be affected when I plugged it in.” She remembered clearly standing on stage with Benny looking at her as if she were a ghost. “He looked at me and said, ‘You provide one hell of a spark. Maybe this is what this place needs.’ He had me sing one more song and then he hired me. He called me Spark ever since.”

	Terrance glanced at the screen and clicked the mouse. “Last question. What would Benny want you do right now?”

	Eve went blank. “Excuse me?”

	Terrance repeated the question, and Eve tried to think. What in the world did Benny mean?

	“Eve?” asked Adam.

	She frowned. “I don’t know.”

	Adam leaned in. “It’s probably so obvious, you’re missing it. Don’t overthink it.”

	She squeezed his hand in worry. “I don’t recall anything specific. I’m not sure.” She thought back over her conversations with Benny. Was there something he’d mentioned that she’d missed? Did he want her to be specific and say open the box? Or did he mean something more general, like get married and have kids? She shook her head. None of that made sense. Their last conversation played in her head. Had he said it then? 

	“Just relax.” Adam leaned toward her. She looked at him for reassurance and his soothing energy traveled from his hand into hers. “Take your time. It’ll come to you.”

	Nodding, she took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Benny’s face appeared clearly in her mind. She knew she had to calm down. Her mind was in overdrive. Making herself go still, she shut out the surrounding distractions. Focusing on Benny, she saw him smile at her, and she knew he was trying to tell her something. She waited patiently. After a few seconds, he spoke. It was a phrase. Something so casual that she’d never thought twice about it. His voice soothing her, she relaxed, opened her eyes and answered.

	“He’d want me to show ‘em who’s boss.”

	Terrance paused for a moment, clicked the mouse, and stood. “This way, Miss Fletcher.”

	 

	**

	 

	Terrance escorted her to a set of doors off the main hallway. Adam stayed behind because only she was allowed access. Once out of the main area, Terrance came to another set of doors. He punched in an access code. After a beep, he opened the door and walked into a smaller room. A woman sat at a desk, and at first glance, it looked like she was working a crossword puzzle. Seeing new arrivals, she put the paper down.

	“Terrance?”

	“Sheila. This is Miss Eve Fletcher. She has access to four thirty-two. Can you help her out?”

	“Yes. Of course.”

	Terrance turned to leave. “I’ll meet you back outside when you’re finished.”

	“Thank you, Terrance.”

	Terrance returned from where they’d entered, and Sheila rose from the desk and smiled at Eve. “Right this way, Miss Fletcher.”

	Eve followed Sheila down a short hall and to another door. Sheila punched in another code and gained access to another room. Stepping inside, Eve saw numerous small shiny narrow boxes. Sheila guided her to box four hundred thirty-two. “You have your key?”

	“Yes.” Eve pulled it out.

	“Insert it into the lock on the right.”

	Eve did as she was asked. Sheila presented another key that hung from her neck and inserted it into the other lock. “One, two, three, turn.”

	Eve turned her key at the same time and the small door opened. Inside was a shiny container. Sheila pulled it out and took it to a small room off the main area. “Here you are. Take your time. Just put the box back when you’re done.”

	Sheila left and shut the door behind her. The small room was as silent as the empty bar and just as unsettling. Eve touched the metallic box and realized her fingers were shaking. She clasped her hands together and then shook them out. She was so nervous. What had Benny wanted her to have? What was so secretive that it required this level of protection to keep it safe?

	There was only one way to find out. Raising the lid, she looked inside. She saw a bulky manila envelope and a smaller, white envelope on top of it. Spark was written in plain letters on the front of the white envelope.

	Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and pulled out the white envelope.  Fingers still shaking, she opened it, removed a sheet of paper, and saw Benny’s familiar scrawl on the page. Feeling her chest constrict, she began to read.

	 

	Hi Spark.

	Well, kid, if you’re reading this, then my greatest fear and my biggest hope has come to pass. I’m dead, and you own the bar.

	I had hoped it wouldn’t work out this way, but sometimes we don’t always get what we want. I suspect it was Vince. I’ve known a long time that he was in trouble. I’ve saved him many times from his debtors, but his gambling debts continue to grow. I’ve reached a point where I can no longer protect him. I know he is growing desperate, but he will have to figure his way out without me. My sweet Maggie told me many times that I was overprotective, and God love her, she was right.

	I refuse to pay Vince’s latest debt. He’s in the hole now for a hundred grand. If you’re here, then I figure he ran out of options. He knows, and I know, that the men he’s in debt to will not be kind. They want their money, and they will ultimately find a way to get it.

	I’m not stupid, Spark. I know the bar is an attractive way to get some easy green. Vince knows it too. There’s a showdown coming, and I’m expecting it soon. But I have no plans to sell to Vince. Never did actually. Now, I love my kid, but he’s not a businessman. Never was. Can’t hold on to a dime to save his life. And this place is not meant to pay his bills.

	So, I made a decision a while ago that this place belongs to you. You’re the one that keeps it alive anyway, so you might as well have it. You can do with it what you like. I know you’ll do what’s best. My only request is that you NOT sell it to pay Vince’s debt. This is your baby, not his.

	Now, I know you may be in a tight spot right now. I’ve prepared for that. I’m not gonna leave you hanging. I’ve made sure that you, and only you, have access to this box and the key. I hope it wasn’t too complicated. I can only plan ahead so much. The rest must be left to fate.

	But you’re here, so destiny wins again. Please use what you need to deal with any problems and take the rest for yourself. The bar is yours, as is my unending gratitude.

	I’ve told you many times that I love you like my own. My Maggie would have loved you too. You are the daughter we never had. I thanked the Big Guy upstairs many times for that day when you walked into my bar and lit up the place (literally). I know you have your own father, but I hope you don’t mind if I enjoy a small part of that credit as well.

	I can’t be there now to give you any more of my famous advice, but I will say this: Go live your life, Spark. Stop being so safe. I know you like to think you’re this brave wild child who fiercely fights the demons, but I see the fear in you. The fear to let go and let yourself be loved by someone. To let them help when you need it. No one’s an island in this world, kid. And if they are, it’s a lonely life.

	Find someone who makes you laugh. Keep or sell the bar. I don’t care. Use what’s in the envelope. Just be happy. Take risks, love dangerously, and don’t be scared. It’s the only way to live.

	And one more thing—go show ‘em who’s boss.

	 

	I love ya.

	Benny

	 

	The tears flowed so hard and fast the Eve had to stop and start the letter many times before she could finally get through it. Finally finishing, she sniffed and wiped the tears off her cheeks. She was thankful for the privacy. There was a box of tissues on the table, and she grabbed a few of them. After blowing her nose and wiping her face, she finally pulled it together.

	She folded the letter, put it back in the envelope, and placed it in her purse. Another round of tears threatened, and she bit her lip and dabbed at her eyes. Taking a few deep breaths, she steadied herself and pulled out the manila envelope. It was thick with whatever was inside of it. She undid the clasps and turned it upside down. Several short stacks of money fell out.

	Eve gasped. Looking closer, she could see they were bundles of one hundred dollar bills. She did a quick count and realized what Benny had left her. It was two hundred thousand dollars.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Six

	 

	 

	Adam sat uncomfortably in his chair across from Terrance’s desk. Terrance worked on the computer and completed paperwork while Adam fidgeted.

	“You sure I can’t get you something?” asked Terrance. “Coffee? A magazine?”

	Adam waved him off. “No. I’m fine.” He stared out the window at the neighboring buildings. He was too nervous to read anything, and the last thing he needed was coffee. He thought of Eve and wondered what was happening. What had Benny left her?

	He glanced at his watch. It was now down to less than two hours before the Sam and Billy show came looking for their money. Trying not to squirm in his seat, he pulled out his communicator/phone. He flipped through the various screens trying to keep busy but paid little attention.  What would happen after this drama played out? Would Eve want him to stay or ask him to leave? And what would he do either way? He knew in his gut that they were meant to be together, but he also realized he hadn’t told her everything. What was his obligation at this point?

	Tapping his foot, he traced his fingers along the seams in the leather chair. Staring back at the door that Eve had disappeared through, he jumped when the phone in his hand buzzed.

	Surprised, Adam looked at the screen. A message was coming through with no number attached. Adam went still. The only one who could send him a message like that was Tez. Anxiously, he opened the screen, unsure of what to expect.

	 

	Adam.

	I will return tomorrow at noon at the drop off point. If you’re ready to go home, be there. I’ll wait ten minutes. After that, I leave.

	Tez

	 

	Adam stared at the message, then closed the screen. Just then, the door off the hallway opened and Eve emerged. Adam put his phone away and stood. Terrance stood also.

	“Everything okay, Miss Fletcher? Anything else we can do for you?”

	Eve looked a little pale and her eyes were red, but there was an extra perk in her step she hadn’t had going in.

	“No thanks, Terrance. I’m good.”

	She walked up to Adam and winked at him. His heart warmed, and he took her hand. She didn’t pull away. “You ready?” she asked.

	“You bet,” said Adam.

	Terrance walked them to the elevators. The doors closed, and Adam couldn’t stand it any longer. “Well?”

	Eve patted her purse. “Benny took care of everything.”

	“He did?”

	“Yes. How much time do we have?”

	“About ninety minutes.”

	“Let’s head to the bar. I’m guessing that’s where they’ll show.”

	The elevator stopped. “Eve, what was in the box?”

	The doors opened, and a couple stepped on. Eve leaned in and spoke into his ear. “Money. And plenty of it.”

	Her breath against his skin drove his body temperature up a notch, making him want to pull her into his arms and kiss her senseless, couple or no couple. Remembering his promise, he pulled back. “You serious? How much?”

	She shook her head at him and nodded toward the couple, signaling that it would be best to discuss later. Putting his hand in his pocket, he felt his phone and recalled Tez’s message, still unanswered. If what Eve said was true, and they were finally going to find their way out of this mess, then Adam had a choice to make. Was it time to go home?

	 

	**

	 

	Thirty minutes later, they were at the bar. The cab dropped them off and they headed into Benny’s office. Eve shut the door behind them.

	 “Okay. I can’t stand this anymore. How much was in the box?” asked Adam. Eve had stayed silent on the cab ride over, as if saying the amount would make it magically disappear. She kept telling him to wait until they got to Benny’s.

	Eve put her purse down and glanced at the clock. They had about an hour left. She opened her bag and dumped the contents onto the desk. Several stacks of money fell out, along with a white envelope.

	Adam approached, his heart thumping. “How much is that?”

	“Two hundred thousand dollars.”

	Adam didn’t know what to say.

	“I know, right?” said Eve. “I couldn’t believe it.”

	The door to the office opened. “I can,” said a familiar voice.

	Adam turned and his stomach dropped.

	“I thought you were in jail,” said Eve.

	Vince stood in the doorway and grinned. “It’s called bail, sweetheart. I’m out.” He walked in and shut the door behind him. He opened his jacket and pulled a gun from his waistband. “Good ‘ole dad. Leave it to him to hide his money from me. Greedy bastard.”

	“That’s not your money,” said Adam.

	“It is now.”

	“How did you know I was here?” asked Eve.

	He cocked his head. “Come on. I’m not as stupid as pretty boy here looks. I had you followed. As soon as you pulled up to the bank, I got a phone call. And looky, looky what you found.”

	“We’re paying the debt. Not you,” said Eve.

	He aimed the gun at Eve. “That’s kind of you, but I’ll be paying it. Now get out from behind the desk and join your boyfriend.”

	Eve hesitated.

	“Now,” said Vince, cocking the gun. “My patience is long gone, so move.”

	“Come on, Eve,” said Adam. Vince’s demeanor convinced Adam that he could pull the trigger at any moment.

	Eve reluctantly walked away from the money and stood next to Adam. Vince went to the desk and, with his free hand, counted the piles of cash. He whistled. “Two hundred grand. Nice.” He began to put the stacks in his pockets.

	“What are you going to do?” asked Eve.

	“I’m going to pay my debt. Then I think it’s time for me to relocate. Find a little beach somewhere and hunker down for a while.” He shrugged. “Or what the hell. Maybe I’ll just go to the track.”

	“Vince, you can pay off your debt. But the rest of the cash was given to me,” said Eve.

	“Like I give a rat’s ass.” Vince turned. “I’m Benny’s son. You’re just some trashy singer dad had the hots for. You’re easy on the eyes, babe, put you’ve been a thorn in my backside.”

	Seeing Vince take Benny’s hard-earned money made Eve squirm. “You leave here and my first call is to Tony,” she said. “You’ll be picked up before you reach the end of the block.”

	Vince stuffed the last stack of bills into a back pocket. He straightened his aim.

	“What are you doing?” asked Adam.

	“I’ve had about enough of you two as I can stand. I can’t let you contact the police. Or anyone else.”

	Adam stepped in front of Eve. “Don’t be stupid, Vince.”

	“Think about what you’re doing,” Eve said.

	Vince stepped away from the desk. “I’m already accused of shooting my dad. I’ve got nothing to lose. Besides, I’m not sticking around for any trial.”

	“Just take the money and leave,” said Adam. “We’re no threat to you.”

	Vince sneered and waved the gun at Adam. “I need time to take care of business. I can’t risk that. I going to pay my debts and then get out of town. With no cops on my tail.”

	“You kill us and there’ll be a statewide manhunt for you. You won’t get past the border.”

	“Only if they find you.” Vince paused and looked up. “We’ll go to the roof. I’ll take care of you up there. With a little luck, no one will discover you until you start to stink, and by then, with a little help from my friends, I’ll be out of the country.”

	“What friends?” asked Eve. “You think your mobster cronies are going to do that for you?”

	“Why not?” Vince stepped closer. “All I need to do is pay the debt. I can still be of value to them. They have operations overseas too.”

	Adam held up his hand. “Think this through. This is not as easy as you think. You’re a loose end, Vince. There’s nowhere for you to go.”

	Vince frowned. “You don’t know shit about me.” He pointed the gun at Adam. “I think I’ll shoot you first.”

	“No, don’t...” Eve pushed forward but stopped when the door opened. Vince swung the gun as Billy and Sam walked into the office.

	“Well, well, well,” said Sam, looking dapper in a gray suit and white tie. “Look who’s here. It’s Vincent.”

	Billy stood at the door and made no acknowledgement. Vince’s face fell, and he lowered the gun. “Sam. Billy. I was just coming to see you.” He put the gun in his waistband and pulled out a couple wads of cash. “I’ve got the money. It’s all yours.”

	“She got the money, not him,” said Adam, pointing at Eve.

	Sam looked between Vince and Eve. “It doesn’t really matter, does it? We just want what’s due.” He focused on Vince. “I’m surprised to see you out. You must have a mysterious benefactor.”

	Vinny shrugged. “I’m lucky, I guess.”

	Sam nodded, and Adam picked up on something else from the man. He glanced at Eve, who looked back with wide eyes.

	Sam approached the desk. “Get the money, Billy.”

	Billy walked up, and Vincent pulled money out of his pockets and counted one hundred thousand of it. Billy pulled a bundled, small plastic bag from a pocket, opened it, and put the money inside. Then he stepped back.

	Adam wondered what to do next. Should they mention the extra cash? 

	“Funny thing about luck,” said Sam, tapping on the desk. Adam saw Vince swallow. “I don’t believe in it.”

	Adam instinctively moved back, and Eve did the same.

	Vince held up a hand. “What do you mean? I got the cash. I was gonna bring it to you guys. Debt paid. Everything’s good.”

	Sam studied a nail. “Maybe. Maybe not.”

	Despite the tension in the room, Adam felt compelled to speak. “He’s got more money in his pockets. It was Benny’s gift to Eve. But he took it.”

	Sam’s head turned, but he kept his eyes on Vince. “Is that true, Vincent?”

	Vince’s face turned red. “It’s my dad’s money. It belongs to me.”

	“And he was going to kill us,” said Adam.

	Sam sighed. “You’ve never been good at problem solving, have you?” He took a step toward Vince. “Empty your pockets.”

	Vince froze. He opened his mouth to speak but stopped. Looking between Sam and Billy, he began to slowly pull out the hidden cash and drop it on the table. “I don’t know what the big deal is. I was just going to hang on to it. Use it for a rainy day.” The money deposited on the table, he pointed at Sam. “Hey, maybe the boss could use it? Maybe in return, he could let me in on a little action? I’m free at the moment. I could use a job or two to keep me busy.”

	Sam studied the cash, then glanced back at Billy, who said nothing. “I don’t think so.” He picked up a stack, and then tossed it back. “Problem is, we don’t trust you. I mean…” He smiled, and Vince paled. “You’re in jail with a hundred thousand dollar bail and suddenly you’re out? I find that suspicious. Who’s going to put up a hundred grand for you?”

	Vince seemed to take offense. “I got friends.”

	“Who? Hookers and gamblers? No.” He sighed. “I think your friends wear badges. I think maybe you agreed to rat on us and they let you out so you could get the goods on the boss. Am I right?”

	Vince shook his head so fast Adam wondered if it would pop off. “No, Sammy. There’s no way. I’d never do that.”

	Sam smirked. “All right. We’ll see about that. Why don’t you come with us?”

	The terror coming off Vince almost made Adam want to flee. “What for?” asked Vince.

	“We’re going to go see the boss. Get his take on it.” He stuck out a thumb. “Let’s go.”

	Vince’s jaw dropped, and he pointed at the spare cash. “But…but the money.”

	“Ah, Vincent. Where you’re going, you won’t need it.” He nodded at Billy, who walked forward.

	Vince raised his palms. “This is just a big misunderstanding. You guys have got it all wrong.” Seeing Billy advance, Vince took a few steps. “Fine. I’ll go. I can explain everything.”

	“I’m sure you can, Vincent. I’m sure you can.”

	Vince passed Billy and made his way out of the office, with Billy behind him. Before he left, Vince glared at Eve. “I’ll be back.”

	Billy gave him a shove, and then he was gone. Eve and Adam didn’t move as Sam walked to the door. Eve glanced at the desk. “What about the cash?”

	Sam paused. “We’ve got our money, Miss Fletcher.” He gestured toward the table. “And it appears you have yours.”

	Adam had to ask. “What about Vince?”

	Sam put his hands in his pockets. “Don’t ask questions you don’t want the answers to.” He stepped out into the hall and without looking back said, “Have a nice day.”

	 


Chapter Twenty-Seven

	 

	 

	Eve stared out into the empty hallway. “We should call Tony.”

	“Leave it,” said Adam. “He got himself into this mess. Let him get himself out of it.”

	“He’s in trouble.”

	“And there’s little we can do to save him. Even if you called in the cavalry, it will only delay the inevitable. Besides, we don’t know what they’re going to do.”

	She shot a look at him. “You said you saw The Godfather movies, didn’t you?”

	His face dropped. “Like I said, it’s out of our hands. The man was going to kill us.”

	She knew he was right. Reluctantly, she walked to the door and closed it, trying not to think about Vince’s fate, but praying for him just the same. “Knowing Vince, he’ll find some way to wiggle his way out of it.” She shook her restless hands.

	“You okay?” asked Adam. He curled his fingers with tension, and Eve realized he was just as shaky as her.

	Eve nodded, feeling her heart race. “You think he would have killed us?”

	“I think Vince is on the edge of a complete breakdown. I think he’s capable of anything.”

	Eve closed her eyes and shook her head. “What happened to him?”

	“He’s lost everything. It can make a man desperate.”

	Eve opened her eyes. She wanted to fall into Adam’s arms and hold him, but she remembered their deal. “I suppose so.”

	Adam walked to the pile of cash. “So, you’ve got the bar, a pile of money, and the mob off your back.” He picked up a stack of cash.

	Eve joined him by the desk. “Hard to believe.” She rubbed her neck and felt the onset of a brewing headache.

	“I’ll ask the obvious. What next?” he asked.

	“What do you mean?”

	He dropped the cash on the desk. “You know what I mean.”

	She turned away. Their attraction had not dampened and, if anything, had only gained strength. The more she tried to avoid him, the more she wanted him. She hated that. She didn’t want to have to rely on anyone for her happiness. Just standing here now, she imagined having her way with him on Benny’s couch. But she knew if she did, she’d never break free from his hold. Besides, she had other things to consider. She had to ensure his presence in her life wasn’t a threat. And the truth was, she couldn’t be sure of that.

	She sat back against the desk. “I already told you. After this mess was over, you would go your way and I would go mine. That hasn’t changed.” Saying the words was harder than she expected, and she played with the edge of the desk. Benny’s letter was in view, and his words played in her head.

	Adam paused. “Eve, are you seriously telling me that we don’t have a future? There’s no room for me in your life?”

	“I have a lot to deal with right now. We’ve been through an ordeal. We had a moment, but don’t forget why you’re here. You came to find Royce. Then there’s that whole issue with Burke.”

	“What about Burke?”

	She stood. “He just happens to show up right after you and your friend do? I find that rather suspicious. How do I know you three weren’t working together?”

	He blanched. “How can you say that?”

	“How did he find Dixie? How did he know to use her? I’ve been wondering all along how suddenly three men from Eudora all show up looking for Royce. You want to know what I think? I think Burke was your back-up plan. You came after me first but got caught up in Benny’s murder instead. Your plan went off the rails, so Tez called in the big guns.”

	He stared at her as if measuring his response. “I’ll be honest. I don’t know if that’s true or not. Maybe Tez called him, maybe he didn’t. I had no control over that. I know I haven’t been completely honest with you, but there’s a reason for that.”

	Adam’s phone buzzed, but he ignored it. 

	“Please Adam. It doesn’t matter what you say. Because I won’t be able to believe you either way.”

	“Just listen…” His phone buzzed again, and he cursed and pulled it out of his pocket and turned it off.

	“Who is that?” asked Eve. “It’s been doing that since we left the bank.”

	“It’s nothing. Just an unanswered message.”

	Eve doubted that. “Who’s trying to reach you? The only people you know on this planet are basically me and Dixie.” She cocked a brow. “It’s Tez, isn’t it?”

	“It doesn’t matter.”

	“I thought you said he was gone? That you were broke and alone.”

	“He was gone. And I am broke.”

	She walked behind the desk and began to separate the cash.

	“What are you doing?”

	“I’ll make this easy on you.” She broke open a bundle, counted it, and put half in one pile and half in another. Now she had two even piles and she slid one toward Adam. “Here. This is your share.”

	He put his phone away. “I don’t want that.”

	“It’s yours. It’s only fair. You risked your life and you should have it.”

	“That’s not what this is about.”

	She sat at the desk, feeling exhausted. “I don’t know what anything is about anymore. You said your friend is gone, but now he’s back? How can I not question your honesty?”

	Adam sat on the chair across from the desk. He rubbed his face in his own gesture of fatigue. “He’s making one last swing by before he heads home for good. Says he can pick me up tomorrow.”

	Eve nodded. Her stomach twisted at the thought of his absence, but she ignored it. “That’s good.”

	“I don’t want to go.”

	“Yes, you do. You just think you don’t.”

	“I want to stay with you.”

	“But you can’t. Either you go home and get back to your life, whatever that is, or you take the cash and use it to start a life here. I can’t stop you if that’s what you want. But I can’t be a part of it.”

	“I’ll still don’t understand. Why not?” He stood in frustration. “I mean, come on. We’re perfect together. We both have hard edges that the other one can soften. We need each other.”

	She stood. “I don’t need anyone.” She opened a drawer and found a manila envelope. She dropped Adam’s share of the money into it. “Here. Take it. It’s yours. If you decide to leave, donate it to charity.”

	He eyed the envelope. “It doesn’t matter what I say, does it? You’re never going to believe me. And even if you did, you’re not going to allow yourself to be loved. Because I do love you, and I know you love me.”

	“Love and lust are two different things.”

	He smiled sadly. Sighing, he reached out and took the bag. His smile dropped. “Okay, Eve. You win.”

	Something in her heart broke, but she kept a straight face and shut down as best she could. She didn’t want him to know how much it hurt to say goodbye. “I know you don’t believe me, but this is for the best.”

	He held her gaze. “I know that’s what you think, but, the truth is, I think you’re scared.”

	Benny’s words pulsed in her head, along with her heartbeat. Her headache was in full swing now. “Maybe you’re right. But that’s my cross to bear.” She crossed her arms. “Have a nice trip.”

	He held the envelope. He was making no effort to cloak his misery, and she could feel every jab to his heart. “I’ll send you a postcard.”

	Her emotions in a swirl, she swallowed back tears. “That’s a lot of postage.”

	He raised the cash. “I’ve got the funds.”

	Her body felt like wood. Her heart was thudding and some part of her ached to tell him to stop, to not leave. But her head wouldn’t let her do it.

	He turned away from the desk and walked to the door. Putting his hand on the knob, he looked back. “Goodbye, Eve.” 

	She didn’t answer, and with one last nod, he was gone.

	Eve stared at the empty doorway, hearing only the distant sounds of the street. She opened the top drawer of Benny’s desk, shoved the rest of the cash into it, and closed it. Sitting at the desk, she listened to the sounds of loneliness and allowed the tears to fall.

	 

	**

	 

	The ship hovered over the ground as the tree limbs swayed and the leaves blew.

	Adam waited until it gradually descended and touched the ground. The engines slowed, and the whirring stopped. After a few seconds, there was a popping sound, the door slid open, a ramp rolled out, and Tez walked off the craft.

	Adam adjusted the pack on his back. It held everything he owned, save for the fifty thousand dollars. He’d left that on the front desk of the homeless shelter near his apartment. Judging by the people who came and went from there, they needed it.

	Standing there, he thought of Eve.  Everything in his gut told him he was supposed to be with her, but what else could he do? She didn’t trust him, and without that, there was nothing to build on.

	Tez skirted past a shrub and approached. “I’m glad to see you came to your senses.” Adam shoved his pack into Tez’s arms. Tez almost dropped it, but managed to secure his hold. “Somebody’s in a bad mood.”

	“Let’s just go.”

	Tez followed him onto the ship and dropped the pack onto the metallic floor. Adam walked into the cockpit and sat in the passenger seat.

	“So I heard that Royce is dead.”

	Adam sat up. “How’d you know about that?”

	“I talked to Burke.”

	“You what? When?” He stood and got in Tez’s face. “Did you call him in?”

	Tez shoved him back. “Don’t get pissy with me. I told you what would happen if we didn’t get results.”

	“He projected himself. He used a human’s body. Did you know that?”

	Tez paused. “No, I didn’t. Did it work?”

	Adam had to staunch the impulse to grab his friend by the throat. “That is completely unsanctioned and you know it. That’s grounds for exile.”

	Tez stepped forward. “Exile? I’ll take that any day over imprisonment, which we could face if Roma chooses to make examples of us. So don’t get mad at me. I told you Eve was no good. And we lost out on a big pay day because of her. I hope the sex was good because that was one expensive tryst.”

	Adam grabbed a handful of Tez’s shirt and pulled him forward. “What is the matter with you? Not everything is about money.”

	Tez shoved him back, and Adam let go. “It is when I don’t have a bed to sleep in or a roof over my head. At the rate we’re going, I’ll be lucky if I can buy my wife a decent meal.”

	Breathing hard, Adam ran a hand through his hair. “Damn it.” It was all he could think to say.

	Tez turned and took a seat at the pilot’s chair. “We can fight about this later. We’re sitting in the middle of the forest. We need to go.” He hit a few buttons, and Adam heard the ramp slide up and the door close. “Take a seat. Strap yourself in.”

	Adam tried to pull it together. He was missing Eve, his mind was a jumble, and he couldn’t think straight.

	“Or I can leave you in the woods. You could go back to your beloved and have her kick you in the balls again.” He flipped a switch. “It’s your choice.”

	Adam cursed, but then reluctantly relaxed into the passenger chair. “I hate you.”

	Tez turned a dial and the craft began to vibrate. “I hate you too. Now buckle up.”

	 


Chapter Twenty-Eight

	 

	 

	Eve drove down the street. She passed several homes with large trees and long driveways but paid little attention.

	“The stop sign!”

	Eve hit the brakes. She stopped the car just beyond the sign as another car honked and crossed the road.

	“Earth to Eve,” said her sister Gillian, who sat in the passenger seat. “Should I drive?”

	“Sorry.” Eve sighed. She had picked her sister up at the airport thirty minutes ago but had barely spoken to her since.

	“What’s up with you? I’ve had better conversations with Max.”

	Eve recalled her brother-in-law’s dog. “How is Max? Grayson still feeding him what I suggested?”

	“Of course. That dog lives well. But don’t change the subject. Tell me what’s going on with you. I know about Benny’s tragic death and how you’ve inherited the bar, but when are you going to tell me more about this Adam person?”

	Eve bit back a groan. This was the last thing she wanted to discuss. It had been a week since Adam had left, but it still felt like he’d just walked out the door. Sleep was elusive, her mind wouldn’t turn off, and she couldn’t go an hour without thinking about him. Blinking with fatigue, she wondered when this Binding thing would finally break its hold on her.

	“There’s nothing to tell.”

	“Uh-huh.”

	Eve could feel her sister’s scrutiny and tried to close up, but it was hard to do. Her sister knew her too well.

	“Wow. He really means something to you, doesn’t he?”

	“No, he doesn’t.”

	“Look at you. You’re the only woman I know who can make puffy eyes and pale skin look good. And quite obviously, you’re trying hard just to be able to drive straight. Declan told me about him. I know what he came here to do. What I don’t know is what happened between you two after you left Sarah’s.” She paused, but Eve didn’t respond. “It must have been something, because I’ve never seen you like this. He must have made quite an…” Her eyes widened and she her jaw dropped. “Wait a minute. Did you Bind with him?”

	Eve hit the brakes and pulled the car to the side of the road. Driving was hard enough, but this conversation was going to require more focus, and Eve didn’t trust herself to keep the car on the road. “I did not Bind with him.”

	Gillian scrutinized her. “Yes, you did.”

	“I almost Binded with him. There’s a difference.”

	“No, there isn’t. And don’t tell me I don’t know what I’m talking about, because I do. You know I do.”

	“You and Grayson are different. What you two went through was different.”

	Gillian narrowed her eyes. “The circumstances don’t matter. What matters is the connection. And judging by your demeanor, it was strong. So why isn’t he here?”

	Eve grunted. “Did we forget who he is? He lied to me. He came here to find Royce, and he used me to do it. I can’t trust him.”

	“So why did you Bind with him then?”

	Eve wanted to jump out of the car, run down the street, and never come back. “Do you think I know?” She laid her head back. “My taste in men has never been the best. I suspect that hasn’t changed.”

	“Nonsense. You’ve just been having fun up until now. There’s nothing wrong with that. But maybe you’re being forced to look at your life differently. Maybe he showed up the way he did because you wouldn’t have given him a second glance otherwise.” She took off her seatbelt and shifted in her seat. “You don’t just Bind with anyone, Evie. There’s a reason he’s the one. I know it’s scary.  There’s a lot to consider. If you let him in, your whole life will change.”

	Eve gripped the steering wheel. “I just wish I knew the truth.”

	“Did you give him a chance to explain?”

	“It wouldn’t matter. I wouldn’t know if he was being honest.”

	“Excuse me? Your spidey sense is almost as good as mine. I don’t know why you don’t trust it.”

	Eve put her head on the steering wheel. Her body ached, and she wished she could lay across the seat and sleep. “I hate my life.”

	“Let me guess. Your whole body hurts. You haven’t slept. You’re not eating, and you feel like there’s a snowstorm in your brain.”

	Eve could barely summon a response. “More like a hurricane.”

	Gillian opened her door. “Okay. Switch. I’m driving.”

	Eve didn’t argue. She unbuckled, and when Gillian opened the driver’s door, she made herself get out and move to the passenger side.

	Once situated, Gillian pulled back out onto the road.

	“You remember where to go?” asked Eve.

	“Just lean back and get some shut eye. I’ll let you know when we’re there.” She pointed. “But we are not done with this conversation.”

	Eve closed her eyes. “It doesn’t matter. He’s gone, and he’s not coming back.”

	Gillian may have responded, but Eve never heard it, because the next thing she knew, Gillian was jostling her shoulder.

	“Eve. Hey. We’re here.”

	Eve blinked. “What? Already?”

	“You’ve been out the entire time.”

	“I have? Really?” She wiped the sleep from her eyes and was relieved to feel slightly less weary. She wanted to shriek in excitement.

	“Feel better?”

	“Yes.”

	“You feel much lighter to me now. Before it felt like there was a dead body in the car.”

	“Gee. Thanks.”

	“At least you don’t look like a dead body. Although this is the closest you’ve ever come to it.”

	Eve narrowed her eyes. “Why did I bring you along?”

	“Because you love me.”

	“You’re lucky I do.”

	They got out of the car and Eve saw the familiar house. The tarp was still up in the back where the new addition was being added, and it gently blew in the breeze. Gillian had parked in front because there was a delivery van in the driveway. The words Jerry’s Hardware and Landscape were emblazoned along the side panel of the truck, along with the words We dig your business.

	At the entry, Eve knocked and the door opened.

	“Hey, Sarah,” said Eve.

	Sarah Ramsey smiled. “Gillian. Eve. I’m so glad you’re here. Come in.”

	They entered, and Sarah gave them each a hug. “How was your flight, Gillian?”

	“Pretty standard. At least it was on time.” She looked around. “Where are the kids?”

	“They’re at their grandmother’s, but they’ll be back for dinner.”

	“Good. I can’t wait to see them. I bet they’ve grown a lot since the last time I was here.”

	“They have. I feel like I’m constantly buying them new clothes.”

	Eve walked into the house. “Where is everybody else?”

	Sarah took Gillian’s jacket and hung it in the front closet. “John and Declan are in the back. They’re talking to the man from the hardware store.”

	Eve nodded and sat on the couch. “Everything okay with the new room?” asked Gillian.

	Sarah sat next to Gillian. “Everything’s fine,” she said. “That new addition to the house is just taking more time and effort than we thought. John needed more lumber, so the store dropped some off. Now I guess they’re back there talking ‘man’ stuff.”

	“Sounds like fun,” said Eve, rubbing her eyes.

	“How are you?” asked Sarah.

	“She’s a mess,” said Gillian.

	Eve dropped her hand. “I am not a mess.”

	Gillian ignored her. “She Binded with Adam. Did you know that?”

	Sarah raised a brow at Eve. “He’s still around?”

	“No. He’s gone.” Eve leaned back on the couch. “Almost a week now.”

	“You couldn’t tell,” said Gillian.

	Eve rolled her eyes. “It’s not that bad.”

	“No. You just look like you’ve been run through a grinder.”

	“It’ll pass.”

	“Where is he?” asked Sarah.

	“He went home.”

	“You ever find out what he wanted with Royce?” asked Sarah.

	“I met Tez. He said they were going to kill Royce to prevent him from becoming the High Child.”

	“Adam was going to kill Royce?” asked Sarah. Her face scrunched. “That’s not what I felt from him.”

	Eve recalled the encounter in the woods. “Adam denied it. Said it wasn’t true. But he knew who Royce was the whole time.”

	Gilli leaned forward. “So maybe you don’t know everything. Maybe Adam didn’t either.”

	Eve sat up. “Why are you defending him? You’ve never even met him.”

	“Because you are in love with him. Surely he has some admirable qualities.”

	Eve began to speak but stopped at the sound of approaching male voices.

	Gillian pointed at her. “We are not done with this conversation.”

	Sarah smiled and rose from the couch.

	Eve held her head. “God help me.”

	John Ramsey walked into the room, followed by Declan and a man Eve guessed was from the hardware store. He was tall and lanky with dark hair pulled back in a ponytail. He wore a red work shirt with an embroidered name, Curtis, above the pocket.

	“Come on in, Curtis,” said Ramsey. “I’ll get you that water.” He waved at Eve and Gillian. “I’ll be right back.”

	“Curtis?” asked Sarah. “Where’s Jerry?”

	“Jerry had a conference call at the store,” said Declan. “He sent Curtis to make the delivery.”

	Curtis held a clipboard and had a pen behind his ear. “Sorry, ma’am. Don’t mean to interrupt. I was just hoping for some water for the road.”

	Sarah waved him off. “Don’t worry about it.”

	“Hi, Eve,” said Declan, stepping forward. Gillian stood and gave him a quick hug. “How are you, Gillian?”

	“I’m great,” said Gillian. “Where’s Hannah?”

	“My lovely wife is working. She should be on her way soon.”

	“Good. I look forward to seeing her. Maybe she can help talk some sense into my sister.” She glanced at Eve. “I’m worried about her.”

	Eve stood as well. “I’m fine. There’s no need to worry about me.”

	Declan nodded. “She’s had an interesting couple of weeks.”

	Eve spoke to Declan. “I still want to know how you got that key.”

	Ramsey returned, holding a water bottle. “Here you go, Curtis. Nice and cold.”

	“Thank you, Mr. Ramsey,” said Curtis, taking the bottle.

	“Please. Just Ramsey. And thanks for bringing the lumber. Maybe now Declan and I can get that room finished.”

	Curtis opened the bottle. “Like I said, I’m happy to help. Just let me know if you need an extra hand.”

	Ramsey smiled. “We appreciate it. I may take you up on that. Declan here likes to take too many breaks.”

	Declan made a face. “So stop buying the beer.”

	“You could both use an incentive,” said Sarah. “That room was supposed to be done a month ago. Curtis, maybe you could challenge them to get some work done.”

	Curtis held up a hand. “I don’t know about that. If there’s beer, then I doubt I’d offer much in the way of help.”

	“Sounds like we need to switch to lemonade,” said Ramsey.

	“I’ll bring the lemons,” said Declan.

	“Well, you let me know. You can get a hold of me through Jerry.” Curtis put his clipboard under his arm. “I won’t keep you. Thanks for the water.”

	Ramsey walked him to the door. “Thanks. Tell Jerry we’ll see him later. Hopefully by then I’ll have a room to show him.”

	“Great. Will do. Have a nice day.”

	Curtis left, and Ramsey closed the door. “Sorry about that.” He came back into the room. “Gillian. Eve. Good to see you.” They exchanged hugs. He regarded Eve. “How are you? Everything okay? Declan told me about your issues with the mob.”

	Gillian swiveled. “Mob? What mob? You didn’t tell me about a mob.”

	Ramsey’s face dropped. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to spill the beans.”

	Declan clapped Ramsey on the back. “You do it so well though.”

	Eve sat on the couch, and Gillian sat across from her. “It’s a long story,” said Eve. “But it’s all fine. Everything worked out.”

	“Was Adam involved with this too?” asked Gillian.

	Eve closed her eyes. “Why does the conversation keep coming back to Adam? Can’t we talk about something else?”

	“Because I’m your sister. Was your life at risk?”

	Eve looked at the group, who were all looking at her. “We didn’t come here to talk about me.”

	“I know why we came here,” said Gillian. “And you know this will all come up anyway, so why not talk about it now?”

	Eve shook her head but offered no answers.

	Gillian stood and regarded Declan. “You know what happened, don’t you? What do you know about this Adam person?”

	Declan stared blankly. “Honestly, I don’t think I’m the best person to answer that question.”

	Eve stood. “Gillian, we’ll talk about it later. Like you said, it’s going to come up anyway. So, in the meantime, please stop pestering these poor people and let’s talk about something…anything else. Please. Adam has taken a big enough toll on me, so let’s not ruin this little reunion by bringing him up. I just want some peace.”

	Everyone paused, and Eve was sure they thought she’d gone over the edge. Shaking her head, she sat again, not sure what else to do.

	The doorbell rang.

	“Saved by the bell,” said Ramsey. “I’ll get it.”

	Gillian pointed at Eve. “You win, for now. But…”

	Eve mimicked her sister and pointed back. “We are not done with this conversation.”

	There was a brief pause before Eve heard Ramsey say, “Son-of-a…” She glanced over and saw him standing at the door, mouth open.

	Sarah turned. “Who is it?”

	Ramsey looked back. “That peace you wanted? It may just have to wait.” He opened the door wider and Eve saw who stood there.

	Adam took a step inside. “Hi, Eve.”

	 

	**

	 

	Adam locked eyes with her. Her face paled, but she didn’t look away. Adam was aware of the other people in the room, but he didn’t pay attention. All he wanted to do was talk to Eve. It had been a long week, and he didn’t want to delay any further.

	Another woman stepped in between them. She was similar to Eve in appearance, but just as striking. She was shorter and her hair was darker and more wavy then curly.

	She looked him up and down. “Is that him?”

	Eve looked away.

	“That’s him,” said the woman he remembered as Sarah. “Come in, Adam.”

	John Ramsey closed the door. “I’d say it’s good to see you, but I don’t know if that’s true.”

	Adam nodded. “I understand. I know this is a shock. I apologize for showing up unannounced.”

	Eve pushed her hair back, and Adam thought he heard her groan. He took another step forward. “I need to talk to you.”

	Eve shook her head.

	The other woman stepped forward. “I’m Gillian. Eve’s sister.” She held out her hand.

	Adam hesitated but then accepted the handshake. Gillian held the grasp for a few seconds, and Adam felt her reading him. He recalled Eve telling him about Gillian’s intuitive abilities.

	Eve finally spoke. “What are you doing here? I thought you went home.”

	Gillian released his hand. “You should talk to him.” She shook out her hand and let out a rush of air. “Whew. I can see why you like him.”

	Eve threw out her hands. “I don’t like him!”

	Adam saw Declan in the room and nodded. Declan tipped his head in return. “You’re a brave man.”

	“That or incredibly stupid.”

	“There’s that too,” said Declan, who stepped back.

	Gillian crossed her arms and spoke to Eve. “You like him. You just don’t want to like him.”

	Eve glared at her sister. “Gilli, would you mind staying out of this? This is none of your business.”

	Gillian was unfazed. “He came here to talk to you. So let him talk. Then if you still want to throw him out, I won’t argue with you.”

	“Eve, please,” said Adam. “Just give me a few minutes. That’s all I want.”

	“Where’s Tez? Where’s the ship? Why aren’t you on it?”

	Adam glanced around. Everyone was staring at the two of them, but they all knew who he was, so he answered. “The ship broke down.”

	“What?” asked Eve.

	“Where?” asked Declan.

	“In the woods. Don’t worry. It’s well concealed. We had to set down and do some repairs. It took a few days, but we finally got it up and running.”

	“Is the ship still here?” asked Ramsey.

	“No. Tez left yesterday,” said Adam.

	“What?” asked Eve. “He left?”

	“Yes, without me,” said Adam. “I had to stay.” He stepped closer. “I can’t stop thinking about you. You’re in my thoughts during the day and in my dreams at night. I can’t sleep. I can’t eat.” He held a backpack and dropped it on the floor. “There’s a reason the ship broke down. It’s because I’m not meant to return.”

	Eve shook her head at him. “It doesn’t mean anything. Can you still reach him? Can you call him back?”

	“I’m not going to do that.” Adam was aware he was being scrutinized, and if he gave anyone a reason to doubt him, he knew they would call him out. But he wasn’t there to hide. He was there to tell the truth.

	“Well, you should,” said Eve. “You’re going to be very lonely here on Earth.”

	“I don’t care. As long as I can tell you what I came to say, then I’ll live with whatever you decide.”

	“It doesn’t matter what you have to say. We’ve had our shot, and it’s done. There’s no future for us.”

	“Let him speak his piece, Eve,” said Gillian.

	“Maybe we should leave the room,” said Ramsey. “Give you two some privacy.”

	“I agree,” said Sarah. She, Declan, and John started to walk away.

	“No,” said Eve. “Don’t go. This is your house. We should step out.”

	“Nobody needs to leave,” said Adam. “This won’t take long. And everyone needs to hear it.”

	Sarah, Declan, and Ramsey stopped. “Well, now I’m intrigued,” said Ramsey.

	Adam paused, trying to focus. He’d been thinking about this speech for the past five days, and now that he was here, he struggled to begin. “I haven’t been honest with all of you.”

	Eve straightened. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

	“I know you think I met you in order to find your brother, and that’s true. I got a job at Benny’s with the sole purpose of meeting you. What I didn’t expect was to get caught up in Benny’s death and find us running for our lives.”

	Gillian gasped. “I knew it! You didn’t tell me everything, did you?”

	Eve rolled her eyes.

	“But that time allowed me to get to know you. I learned so much about you and you got to know me. I found myself falling for you. And I know you felt the same.”

	“It was one night.”

	Gillian clasped her hands together, a dreamy look on her face.

	“No. It was more than that. We had moments.” He thought back. “You sitting with me on the bed when I was injured. The night on Benny’s roof. The night and day I stayed at your place. The puzzle we did together. We talked about our lives, our families, and our pasts. I’ve never done that with anyone else. And if I leave here, I doubt I’ll ever do it again.”

	“You’re being melodramatic,” said Eve.

	“I don’t think so. I think you feel the same.”

	“It doesn’t matter. Why can’t you understand that?”

	“Because it does matter. You’re pushing me away because you say you don’t trust me. You think you know why I’m here, and you don’t.”

	Eve stomped around Gillian and encroached on him, making him almost step back. “What are going to tell me, Adam? That you were here on some sort of benevolent mission? That you had nothing but good intentions? That’s ridiculous, because if that were true, you could have told me up front. What would be the point of hiding? So, you see, none of it matters. Because not everything is about you. I have my own reasons why we can’t be together. So I wish you would listen to me when I tell you there can be nothing between us. There never could.”

	Flustered, she stepped back, breathing hard.

	Adam took a moment to collect himself. He hadn’t expected that revelation, and he had to absorb it. This whole time he’d thought it was him. “Eve. That can’t be it. What is it that’s stopping you? I’m trying to be honest here. Can’t you be honest with me?”

	Eve’s face was red, and she bit her lip. She took a deep breath and let it out.

	Gillian stepped forward. “Eve…is it…?”

	Eve shook her head at her sister, and Gillian quieted.

	Adam moved closer and tried to take her hand, but she pulled away. “Whatever it is, we can figure it out.”

	“There’s nothing to figure out. You just need to leave.”

	Adam opened his mouth to speak, but no words emerged. The thought that he’d lost Eve no matter what he did or said was hard to comprehend. Was he really going to do as she asked? Distraught, Adam’s heart thumped, and slumping his shoulders, he turned to leave, but then reconsidered. He’d come here for a reason and he would follow through. Eve had to know everything, even if it changed nothing. Facing Eve, he started to speak when he saw something out of the corner of his eye. A strange energy began to fill the room, and he paused. Perplexed, he looked around, half expecting to see another presence, because for a brief moment, it was as if someone was standing beside him. As soon as he felt it, though, the energy moved, but it remained in the room.

	Sarah and Gillian noticed it too because they began to look around.

	Eve stilled, then looked to her right, and Gillian glanced in the same direction.

	“What is it?” asked Ramsey, looking in the corner.

	Adam stared in shock as the air shimmered and took shape. Unbelievably, the image of a man began to appear out of nowhere. It slowly became solid, and Adam saw him clearly. He was huge, standing easily six feet, five inches or more. His arms were crossed and his muscles bulged despite his long-sleeved, loose-fitting shirt. He had short cropped light hair, and he was glowering, making him look like some sort of angry god about to call down a thunderstorm.

	“I’ll be damned,” said Declan.

	“Wow,” said Sarah.

	“How long have you been standing there?” asked Ramsey.

	The man stepped forward. “Long enough.”

	Gillian and Eve stared. “Were you spying on us?” asked Eve.

	“Of course he was,” said Gillian.

	Then Adam realized who they were talking to. It was Royce Fletcher.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Nine

	 

	 

	Adam was speechless. The man he’d been sent here to find was now standing right in front of him.

	“You know, you’re taking unfair advantage of this whole cloaking thing,” said Eve.

	Royce didn’t even look at her but kept staring at Adam. “I use it when it’s necessary. And it comes in handy, because apparently, I’ve been out of the loop.”

	“I wish I knew how you did that,” said Ramsey. “Think of all the things I could do.” He smiled at Sarah. “All the housework I could get out of.”

	“Royce, what are you doing here?” asked Gillian. “We weren’t expecting you until tonight.”

	Royce briefly glanced at her, before returning his gaze to Adam. “Hi, Gilli. How’s that husband of yours? He treating you right?”

	“His name is Grayson. And of course he is.”

	Royce grunted, and Gilli rolled her eyes.

	“What brings you here so early?” asked Declan. “You know it’s better to travel at night.”

	Royce glowered some more. “I know how to keep out of sight, Declan. I just walked in here without anyone knowing.”

	Declan shrugged. “Point taken.”

	Adam finally came out of his stupor long enough to understand what was going on. “I saw your grave. You’re supposed to be dead.” He looked around the room, but nobody said anything. The only reaction was Royce rolling his eyes. Apparently, all the Fletcher’s did it.

	“The tombstone was Declan’s idea,” said Royce. “And Eve and Gilli went along with it. Who was I to argue?”

	“It’s supposed to keep you safe,” said Eve. “After what happened to you last year. And what happened with Gillian, it made sense.”

	“If it made sense,” said Royce, “then we should all be in hiding.”

	“You’re the High Child,” said Gillian. “They came looking for you before, and, guess what?” She pointed at Adam. “They came looking for you again.”

	He finally stopped scowling at Adam, and Adam took a deep breath.

	“That doesn’t mean you and Eve are safe.”

	Gillian stepped closer, undaunted by her brother’s anger. “I can’t go into hiding, Royce. I’m married. Makes it a little hard on the relationship.”

	“Steele’s not good enough for you. Never was.”

	Gillian straightened. “Nobody ever will be in your eyes. So can we get past that?”

	“You’re the one at most risk,” said Sarah. “We can keep an eye on Eve and Gillian.”

	“And I appreciate that,” said Royce. “But I still consider them my responsibility.”

	“You can’t protect everyone,” said Eve. “You’ve been through a lot. You needed some time. This scenario gave it to you. Besides, it worked.”

	Royce’s left eyebrow raised and a wave of intense energy flared from him. Adam half expected the roof to crack open. Royce threw out a thumb. “You mean with him?” Royce looked back at Adam, and Adam swallowed as Royce stepped close and got in Adam’s face.

	The man loomed over him. “You want to tell me what your business is with me? And why you would use my sister to find me?”

	Adam could only stare.

	“Oh, boy,” said Declan.

	“If this gets bad,” said Ramsey, leaning in toward Declan, “you want to pull him off or me?”

	“He’s all yours,” said Declan.

	“I was afraid you’d say that.”

	“I’m also curious,” Royce continued, “how you managed to nearly get my sister killed by mobsters.” He got closer, and Adam could smell a hint of aftershave. ”Because I’d really like to know.”

	“How do you know about that?” asked Eve. She looked at Declan. “Wait a minute. Is that how you got the key? You used Royce?”

	Declan shrugged. “It seemed like the obvious choice.”

	Eve dropped her jaw. “You didn’t. Did you cloak yourself and walk into a police station?”

	“I did what I had to do. It got you what you needed,” said Royce.

	Eve stuttered. “Well…that is…the most stupid thing.” 

	Royce straightened. “Would you have rather faced the mob with nothing but this guy?” He cocked his head at Adam, who still said nothing. He figured that was the smartest thing to do. Nobody else spoke either.

	“What happened with the mob was not his fault,” said Eve. “But you going into a station, when at any moment you could be seen. And then stealing evidence…that’s crazy.”

	Royce frowned. “When it comes to my family, I’ll do whatever it takes. You know that. So don’t question me. It worked and you got what you needed, so stop yelling at me.”

	“I have to agree. Maybe it was for the best,” said Gillian.

	“The both of you are nuts,” said Eve.

	“How about you stay out of this,” said Royce. “I’m still trying to get a word out of your boyfriend here.” He set his sights back on Adam.

	Adam tried to search for a word, but his mouth wouldn’t move. All he could do was stare.

	“What is he? Mute?” asked Royce.

	“He’s not my boyfriend, and maybe if you toned down the giant ogre act, he might be able to answer,” said Eve.

	Something fired in Adam’s head, and he recalled his mission. The whole reason he was on Earth was standing in front of him. His body took over, and without thinking, he kneeled in front of Royce.

	He heard Royce speak. “What are you doing?”

	Adam bowed his head. “Paying my respects to the High Leader.” He stayed in that position for a few seconds before Royce answered.

	“Get the hell up. I’m not your leader.”

	Adam rose and finally found his voice. “I beg to differ. Your father has stepped down, which makes you head of the Grand Council. Thus, the High Leader.”

	Royce looked at the others, who didn’t have much to say.

	“Must be nice,” offered Ramsey.

	Royce glowered again. “How is my father?”

	“As far as I know, he is fine. But I’m not privy to any more than that,” said Adam, beginning to feel more confident.

	“What exactly are you privy to? And why are you here?”

	Adam didn’t hesitate. “Jasper sent me.”

	Royce froze and some of the color left his face. “Jasper?”

	Eve and Gillian stepped closer. “Our half-brother?”

	“Yes.” He spoke to Eve. “I was sworn to secrecy. I was to tell no one of my mission other than Royce. Jasper made me promise.”

	“How do you know Jasper?” asked Royce.

	“I met him after a rally where he spoke. We became friends after realizing that we were on the same side. I’ve been disillusioned with our government for some time now but didn’t know what to do about it until I met Jasper. Since then, we’ve been working together. I use my connections on the inside to help him with his activities. My superiors have no idea of my involvement in the activist movement.”

	“So, you’re like a double agent?” asked Gillian.

	Adam nodded, looking at Eve. “You could say that.”

	“This is getting more interesting,” said Declan.

	“Now I really like him,” said Gillian.

	Eve didn’t say anything.

	“And why did he send you?” asked Royce, looking slightly less intimidating. “How do I know you’re telling the truth?”

	Adam reached for his pocket and pulled out his communicator. He clicked a button and a side panel slid open. Inside it was a letter. He pulled it out and gave it to Royce. “This is for you. I was to give it only to you and no one else. In the event I couldn’t deliver it, I was to destroy it.”

	Royce stared at the envelope. Nothing was written on the outside of it, giving no indication as to who it might be from. Now pale, Royce reached for it.

	“Is it from Jasper?” he asked quietly.

	“I have no idea,” said Adam.

	Gillian and Eve watched with wide eyes as Royce took the letter. Adam noticed an almost imperceptible shake in Royce’s fingers.

	“You okay, Royce?” asked Eve.

	Royce turned the letter over in his hands, as if he tried to sense who it was from. He looked up. “I’ll let you know after I read it.” He continued to stand, unmoving.

	“This isn’t going to be some sort of trap, is it?” asked Eve. “There’s nothing in that letter that would hurt him?”

	Adam shook his head. “Jasper gave it to me. That’s all I know.”

	Eve stuck out her jaw. “If you know Jasper so well, then how come you don’t know the condition of our father?”

	“Jasper doesn’t speak about him, and I don’t ask. I figure if I needed to know, he would tell me.”

	Eve seemed to relax a little. Royce continued to study the letter, his face unreadable.

	Sarah stepped into the hallway and opened a closed door. “Here. You can use this bedroom. Take your time.”

	Royce stood silently, but after a few seconds, he nodded and, holding the letter, stepped slowly into the room. “Thanks,” he said and closed the door behind him.


Chapter Thirty

	 

	 

	“Why didn’t you tell me who you were?” asked Eve.

	Adam deflated. “I couldn’t tell you. I promised to only reveal myself to your brother.”

	“Even after you thought he was dead?”

	“Would you have believed me? Like you said, what would it matter?”

	Eve crossed her arms. “You could have showed me the letter.”

	Adam sighed. “No. That letter is for Royce’s eyes only. I promised.”

	Gillian stepped up. “But we’re his sisters.”

	Eve nodded. “Exactly.”

	“I didn’t ask questions. I only did as Jasper asked. Besides, you don’t know what’s in the letter. Neither do I. If it was meant for any of us, Jasper would have stated that, but he didn’t.”

	“So you came all this way, just to deliver a letter?” asked Declan.

	“Yes,” said Adam. “It was the only way to communicate with him. Plus, it was an opportunity to meet the High Child. It’s a great honor.”

	“That remains to be seen,” said Ramsey. “It’s proving difficult for him to assume the position.”

	“What happens now?” asked Sarah. “Now that you know he’s alive, and you’ve given him the letter, what’s your role?”

	Eve considered something. “What about Tez? What role does he play in all of this?”

	“Who’s Tez?” asked Gillian.

	“I traveled here with him, “said Adam. “We’ve worked together on various missions for Roma. Tez has no idea I’m working for Jasper. Our job was only to come here, find Royce, and report back.”

	“And what were you going to tell them if you found him?” asked Eve.

	Adam rubbed his brow. “You mind if I have a seat? It’s been a long week, and I haven’t slept much.”

	Eve studied him. She’d spent so much energy rebuffing him that now she was finding it hard to let her guard down. Standing there, she realized everyone was staring at her, and she stepped back. “Fine.”

	“Maybe we should all sit,” said Sarah. “It’s been quite a day. Can I get anyone some coffee?”

	Everyone nodded. “I’ll help you,” said Ramsey.

	“Me too,” said Declan.

	The three disappeared into the kitchen as Eve, Gillian, and Adam sat in the living room. Eve made it a point to sit across, and not next to, Adam.

	Adam sat and hung his head.

	“You okay?” asked Gillian.

	His face was pale. “Now that I’ve done what I came here to do, I feel exhausted.”

	Gillian eyed Eve, but Eve didn’t say anything.

	“So,” said Gillian, “You’ve accomplished your mission. But what about Eve’s question? Were you going to report back about Royce’s whereabouts?”

	“That area was a little murky, but since I was the one down here, I could say whatever I wanted. Tez wouldn’t know the difference. I figured I’d either tell him a phony location, or tell them he was dead, which is what ultimately happened.” He tipped his head. “It was smart to fake his death.”

	“You think it worked?” asked Eve. “You think they bought it?”

	“Of course they did.”

	“Who’s they?” asked Gillian. “What are you two talking about?”

	Eve paused. “There was someone else looking for Royce. His name is Burke. He showed up when Adam didn’t report back. He’s the one I took to the grave.”

	Gillian’s jaw dropped. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me this.”

	“I haven’t seen you,” said Eve. “What am I supposed to do, pick up the phone and say, ‘Hey, Gilli. Guess what? Some bad guy is threatening us and looking for Royce and by the way, the mob wants a hundred grand.’”

	“Threatening you? A hundred grand?” Gillian eyes widened. “Yes. I think that warrants a phone call.”

	Eve returned to the subject. Dealing with Adam no longer seemed so bad. “Is that it? Tez is gone. He thinks you’ve fallen for the High Child’s sister and the High Child is dead?”

	Adam stilled. “I have fallen for the High Child’s sister. And, yes, Tez is gone.”

	That familiar heat bloomed. Adam’s cheeks flushed, revealing that he felt the same. She could see her sister glance at each of their faces. “You know,” said Gillian, “let me see if Sarah needs help with that coffee.” She stood and walked behind the couch. Before she left though, she spoke soundlessly to Eve behind Adam’s back. Eve could make out the words “Talk to him” before Gillian smiled, did a thumbs up, and left the room.

	Eve made no reaction but sat quietly across from Adam.

	Several seconds passed as Eve fidgeted and Adam stared at everything but Eve. 

	“So,” said Adam.

	“So,” said Eve.

	“Now that we’ve cleared the air, and you know everything, what do you think?” asked Adam.

	Eve scratched her head. Her stomach was in knots. A big part of her wanted to throw herself in his arms, but there was that nugget of doubt and fear that kept her in her seat. “I don’t know what I think. We’ve been through so much. I’ve spent all this time pushing you away, but now…”

	“That’s why you held back isn’t it? Because Royce was still alive and you were protecting him.”

	“Yes. I couldn’t risk it. As much as I wanted to trust you.” She paused. “It’s hard enough for me to trust anyone period.”

	He sat forward. “I know. It’s hard for me too. We’ve both been relying on ourselves for a long time and it’s not easy sharing the burden with someone else. Sometimes I think letting go is more difficult than holding on.”

	Eve nodded. “For such a long time, it’s been me and my brother and sister relying on each other, but now Gillian’s married and Royce, well, one day he’ll be leading another planet.” She fiddled with a couch pillow. “So that leaves me.”

	“Yes, it does.”

	“What about you? You’ve left your home. Your family. Don’t you miss it?”

	He chuckled. “What am I missing? A planet that treats me as a subordinate. Parents and a sister I barely speak to? You’ve been kinder to me than they ever have, and I get more respect here than there. At home, I’m just a hired hand.”

	“But you could help Jasper. It sounds like he needs a few patriots.”

	“Jasper can use me right here. I can keep an eye on Royce, now that I know he’s alive. And when the time comes for him to leave, I can make sure he’s ready for what’s to come. I’d be honored to stay and be here for you and your family.”

	Eve bit her lip. Adam was saying all the right things, and the only thing left for her to do was open her heart.

	Adam reached over and touched her hand. “I love you, Eve. And the other reasons are valid, but I only want to stay because of you.”

	Electric heat shot up Eve’s arm, as she struggled to decide what to do next. She hesitated and tried to think past the fog in her brain. “Adam…”

	The doorbell rang.

	Eve pulled her hand back, and Adam dropped his head and sighed. The kitchen door opened, and Eve caught sight of Gillian, Sarah, and Declan against the door as Ramsey stepped out.

	“Sorry about that,” said Ramsey, walking quickly. “Let me get it.”

	Apparently they had an audience. Eve shook her head as Gillian and Sarah came into the living room, sipping their coffee.

	Ramsey opened up the entry. “Hey. You’re early.”

	A tall, muscled, dark-skinned man with a shaved head entered behind an older woman. She was tall and slim and dressed in a stylish black and white pantsuit. Her silver hair was swept up into a smooth chignon, and she walked in like she was royalty.

	“No reason not to come now,” said the woman. “I know how much you enjoy my company.”

	Ramsey huffed. “A pleasure as always Morgana.”

	“Hi, Sherlock,” said the man. “Everybody here?”

	“Hey, Leroy.” Ramsey shut the door. “For the most part. Hannah will be here in about an hour. The kids and mom will be here by dinner time.”

	“Great,” said Leroy. He and Morgana greeted Declan and Sarah.

	“You must be Eve and Gillian,” said Leroy. “It’s nice to finally meet.”

	The sisters stepped up and shook hands with the big man.

	“This is Leroy Sampson,” said Ramsey. “He runs the Protector program.” He motioned toward the woman. “And this is Morgana. She is the leader of our Council.” He gestured toward Adam. “This is Adam. He just arrived from Eudora and he’s full of exciting news.”

	Leroy’s and Morgana’s eyes widened. “Is that so?” asked Morgana.

	“I thought you might like that,” said Ramsey. “I’m sure he’d love to talk to you.”

	Adam shook hands with Leroy and Morgana. “What’s the Protector program?”

	“It’s a program that’s designed to assist our people who are shifting, to ensure the process goes smoothly and there are no issues with discovery,” said Leroy. “I’ve heard some things about your visit. I trust everything has been reconciled?”

	“You worry too much, Leroy,” said Morgana. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting the Fletcher’s, but you are an unexpected bonus.” She put her bag down and unwrapped the scarf around her neck. “The Council would love to meet you.”

	“You have a Council here?” asked Adam.

	“We do. There are currently ten of us, although I’d like it to be eleven.” She glanced at Sarah, who smiled softly.

	“I’ve been trying to talk her into it,” said Ramsey, “she’s just not into all those fancy robes.”

	“You wear fancy robes?” asked Eve.

	Morgana frowned. “Certainly not. Ramsey here finds himself amusing, although it’s rare for anyone else to.”

	“Perhaps you ought to consider the robes. Those meetings could use a little excitement,” said Ramsey.

	Leroy chuckled. “I’ll remind you of that, next time you visit. I’d like to see you in a robe, Sherlock.”

	Ramsey waved a hand. “Forget I said anything.”

	“Sherlock?” asked Gillian.

	“He insists on calling me by my middle name. He’s been doing it since we met. Most everyone else calls me Ramsey.” 

	“Sherlock’s a good name. It suits you,” said Leroy.

	“Can I get anyone something to drink?” asked Sarah. “I was just making some coffee.”

	“I’d love a cup,” said Leroy.

	“What about Royce Fletcher?” asked Morgana. “Is he here yet?”

	“They know about Royce?” asked Eve.

	“They do,” said Declan. “It was actually Morgana’s idea to fake Royce’s death.”

	“Really?” asked Gillian.

	“She’s smarter than she looks,” said John.

	“Too bad we can’t say the same for you,” Morgana said coolly. She sat at the dining table. “I’d love to sit and speak with you ladies when you get a chance. There’s so much I’d like to ask. You too, Adam.”

	Glancing at the full room, Eve tugged on Adam’s arm. “Actually, Adam and I need to talk for a minute. We’ll be outside.” She pulled him toward a sliding glass door that led to the backyard.

	“Take your time,” said Sarah. “Morgana, can I get you some tea?”

	 


Chapter Thirty-One

	 

	 

	Royce sat on the sofa beside two narrow beds that occupied the room. His fingers were shaky, but after taking several deep breaths, he opened the flap of the envelope. He slid out the papers inside. They were white, and Royce could see the handwriting in black ink on the page.

	His heart rate quickened, and he closed his eyes, telling himself to stay calm.

	Settling, he opened his eyes, opened the letter, and began to read.

	 

	Dearest Royce,

	It’s me, Sarna.

	 

	Royce released a long held breath. Sarna. She was alive. He squeezed his eyes closed, recalling their last moments together as she clung to life. He hadn’t known if she’d survived the return home, but now he did. He sighed and gave silent thanks. 

	His hands and breathing still unsteady, Royce blinked back tears, refocused, and kept reading.

	 

	I hope this letter finds its way to you. I have written and rewritten it, imagining what you are doing and what you are going through. Jasper told me what happened and why you stayed. I was heartbroken to not have you here. But I can’t deny who you are and why I love you. You are the fiercest protector with the gentlest spirit, and because of that, I know you did what you had to do.

	I can’t imagine what you must be dealing with, not to know my fate, but I am fine. Jasper got me immediate care when I arrived home. It took some time, but I am now back on my feet and just as feisty as before.

	I don’t know when this letter will find you, but as of this writing, your father is alive. He was voted out of his position and Roma took power in his place. He is now at home and in general good health. The reason for his strange illness has not been discovered, but Jasper and I have our suspicions. 

	Your father has learned of our visit to you, and although outwardly he disapproved of the risks we took, he is also grateful that we met. He misses your family a great deal and has asked me numerous questions about my visit. Now that I’ve gotten to know him, I can see where you get your deep love and affection for your friends and loved ones. You two are very much alike.

	Since your father has stepped down, Jasper has taken a more active role against the Dark Reds, much to Roma’s dislike. When we returned to Eudora, Jasper was briefly imprisoned but was released when your father insisted. Roma complied, but I know in my heart that she is angry with Jasper. Right now, he is an annoyance, but as his following grows, he could become more of a problem for her. Roma and Jasper rarely speak, and I fear that if she feels threatened, she will retaliate. I have voiced my concerns to Jasper, but he rarely listens. I pray he doesn’t end up as my brother did, but there is little I can do about it. Like you, he is stubborn and obstinate. And now, because of what is happening, he is mad.

	I feel I must tell you about someone else that I suspect you are wondering about. Jasper explained what Desde did to you, and I cannot express my outrage enough. The woman is vile and unscrupulous, and she did make it back, but she did not have your child.

	 

	Royce lowered the letter and hung his head. The revelation that Desde was not raising his offspring took a great weight off his shoulders. He took a deep breath and let it out.

	Relieved, but his heart still thumping, he rubbed his face and kept reading.

	 

	She is still dangerous though, and Jasper keeps his distance from her and her mother. They have made it their mission to befriend Roma and to stay as close to power as possible, although I think Roma suffers them only because it annoys Jasper. Desde has her claws into a powerful Council member who is no doubt swayed by her charms. I stay away from her and have seen her only once since our return, but the look on her face alone convinced me of her hatred toward me. She is a formidable enemy, but I think she realizes that I am formidable as well. She’s not the only one with powerful allies.

	Which brings me to my next subject. I can only imagine what you have been going through, wondering what happened to me. Please don’t worry. I am well and in good health. I keep out of the spotlight and keep a low profile. Jasper checks in on me frequently, as if he knows that’s what you would expect from him. He is the dutiful younger brother. I have moved away from the city and stay out of the political arena. This may surprise you, since you know I am not one to keep my thoughts to myself. But there is a reason for this. I am protecting myself…and your daughter.

	 

	Royce stopped. He reread the last sentence, not sure he understood. He kept reading.

	 

	That’s right. You read this correctly. You are a father. I gave birth to a beautiful little girl I named Greta, and as of this writing, she is three months old.

	 

	Royce could barely see straight as tears clouded his eyes. A daughter. He had a daughter? He leaned forward and held his head. The relief he felt that Sarna was still alive was eclipsed by the knowledge that she’d given birth to his child. His composure threatened to crumble. How was it possible? Sarna had been near death when she’d left, and her injuries should have ended any potential pregnancy. He shook his head, trying to take in air. He was a dad?

	He wiped his eyes. Sniffing, he continued to read.

	 

	She is gorgeous, like her daddy. She inherited your light hair and bronze skin, and she is an angel. That part she got from me. 

	Because of who she is though, I must keep her a secret. No one knows of her other than Jasper and your father. If Roma were to learn of her existence, I’m not sure what she would do. Since you fathered her, Greta is the next High Child. That puts her at great risk, and although she is just a baby, I fear for her. At some point, word will get out. I cannot keep this secret forever. I can only hope that since your existence is still unknown to the public, then that is some small protection for Greta. But if what I fear is true and Roma is sending soldiers to remove you as a threat, it would logically mean that Greta could be next. 

	If that happens, I will do whatever it takes to protect her. Jasper has suggested repeatedly that if he has the opportunity, he will find a way to get me back to Earth. But since our previous excursion, he is watched constantly, and since your father no longer holds the sway he once did, his reach is limited too. Roma knows what we want, and she is doing all she can to prevent us from contacting you.

	Because of that, I must warn you to please be careful. Jasper has a few trusted friends that he believes can find a way to get this letter to you. And if you’re reading this, then take caution. Roma fears you. She knows who you are and knows your plans to take your rightful place. She is aware of your sisters, too, but you are the bigger threat. Since she is not aware of Greta, she believes Eve and Gillian, in the event of your death, would be the next in line to become High Child, so they must be careful. My fear is if they succeed in removing you, Eve will be next. Gillian is less of a worry because she is married and is unlikely to leave Earth, but she is still in danger.

	I tell you these things not because I want to scare you. I hope that I am overreacting, but Roma will protect herself, even it means killing her half-brother and sisters.

	As for me, I will continue to stay where I am, attracting as little attention to myself as possible. I will raise Greta to know what a wonderful father she has and how much he loves and misses her. The picture I have of you sits by her crib, and I show it to her every night. I pray that one day you will be there in person and will be able to kiss her yourself and wish her goodnight.

	I want that for myself too. I miss you every day. When I go to sleep, I imagine you wrapped around me, holding me close. Sometimes, the pain of not having you here is almost too much to bear, but then I think of our daughter, and I realize how much responsibility I have. I am raising the next High Child, and I cannot take that lightly.

	I love you, Royce.  I refuse to believe that I will never see you again. My heart breaks to consider it, so I don’t. One day, we will find our way back to each other, and until that day, I will hold strong. It’s what you’re doing, and I will do the same.

	Until then, I have given you something to remember us. Put it by your bed, and when you’re ready to sleep, please think of us, and maybe, if we’re lucky, we’ll be looking at your picture at the same time and doing the same thing.

	I love you, and Greta sends you kisses.

	Sarna.

	 

	Through teary eyes, Royce checked the letter. There was nothing else. He picked up the envelope, looked inside, and saw a picture. Fingers trembling, he pulled it out and turned it over. It was a picture of Sarna, smiling and holding an infant. The baby had chubby cheeks and her eyes were open. There was thin layer of blonde hair on her head, and she was wrapped loosely in a blanket. Sarna wore an open collared shirt, and she wore the necklace he’d given her the night she’d left.

	He stared at the picture, touching and studying everything in it. Sarna’s beautiful face; Greta’s tiny fingers that gripped Sarna’s pinky. It was everything he’d ever wanted. The baby blanket was a soft shade of blue and was dotted with various animals, although Royce couldn’t be sure what kind—they looked like bears. Sarna’s smile was happy, although behind her eyes, he detected a layer of sadness.

	Holding the picture, his composure began to crumble. Setting the letter aside, he allowed himself a moment of respite, and missing Sarna and his daughter, he stared at the photo and wept.

	 


Chapter Thirty-Two

	 

	 

	Eve opened the patio door. Adam followed her out. Everything went silent, and she took a moment to enjoy it. She thought of the people inside. “You sure you want to stay here?”

	He smiled. “It seems you have a lot of family and friends looking out for you. Why wouldn’t I? They seem like a tight knit group.”

	Eve nodded. They were on a deck with two irons chairs and a table situated beneath an overhang. An empty blue baby swing sat beside the chairs. Eve sat in one of the seats, and Adam took the other. 

	“They are close,” said Eve. “John and Sarah have been very kind, and you’ve seen what they’ve done for Royce.”

	Adam nodded. “You think they trust me enough to join the family?”

	She picked at the arm of the chair. “It seems that way.”

	“Then all the more reason to stay.” He paused. “Except, of course, if you don’t want me to.”

	The urge to reach out and touch him was almost too hard to ignore. “Adam, I want you to stay. I just…”

	“What?”

	“I’m just not sure about us. My track record with men is not great. I like my ‘me’ time. I can be self-absorbed, cranky, and I frequently speak before I think. It’s not the most accommodating trait. I’ve always lived alone, so I don’t know what I’d be like as a roommate. Probably awful. I’m a terrible housekeeper.”

	He grinned. “I’ve seen how you handle your mail.”

	She smiled.

	“Are you saying you’re willing to give it a try? I know this won’t be easy. I’m not the perfect guy, either, as I’m sure you’ve noticed.”

	Eve hung her head. Her mind was a jumble. But she knew she had to make a decision. Take him in and risk losing him, or play it safe and protect her heart? Despite the fact she knew Adam was different and that they’d begun to Bind for a reason, her past failures reminded her that nothing was certain. Before she could answer, Benny’s image popped in her head and she heard his voice clearly. This is not the time to play it safe, kid. It’s time to lighten up and laugh a little.

	A buzzing sound made Eve look up. It came from a large leafy bush planted beside the patio.

	“What’s that?” asked Adam, eyes narrowing.

	“I don’t know.”

	The buzzing got louder, and Eve watched the shrub. “Sounds like a bug.”

	Adam sat up. “What kind of bug sounds like that?”

	A large, green, flying insect flew from the bush and landed on the porch rail. Its body was fat and round. Its wings fluttered.

	Adam froze.

	Eve raised a palm. “Just relax. It’s a cicada. I’m surprised to see one this time of year. It’s late.”

	Adam’s eyes were round. “It’s huge. What kind of food do the bugs eat around here?”

	“Just stay still. He’ll fly away.”

	The bug twitched its wings. Eve attempted to convince the creature to head back from where it came when it suddenly took flight. It shot forward and headed straight at Adam. There was a distinct ‘thump’ when it made contact with Adam’s chest. The reaction was instantaneous. Adam stood and flailed like a swarm of bees were on him. Yanking at his shirt, he struggled to pull it over his head. His shirt blinding him, he staggered into the baby swing and got his foot tangled up in it. There was a ripping sound as Adam pulled on the fabric and it came off. He tried to run, but his stuck foot dragged the swing behind him. Still waving his arms, he tripped and fell to the ground, breathing hard and throwing his shirt into the dirt. The cicada was nowhere to be found.

	Eve watched it all in shock. Seeing him on the ground, shirtless, with the swing caught around his ankles, she giggled.

	Adam wiped his face and did a once over of his body. “Is it gone?”

	Giggles turned to laughter. She held her stomach.

	“It’s not funny. That thing came after me.” He looked around and retrieved his shirt cautiously. He sat up, careful of his surroundings, shook out the shirt, and held it up. It was ripped in two places.

	Eve doubled over. Tears ran down her cheeks. She managed to sputter two words. “You okay?”

	Adam checked the shirt again and put it on despite the damage. He disentangled his foot from the swing. The leg he’d tripped on was dented, and when he sat the swing up, it listed to the side.

	Eve could barely speak. She pointed. “You broke the swing.” It was hard to breathe, and she snorted.

	Adam finger-combed his disheveled hair. “That thing was Godzilla’s grandchild. I think it targeted me. I’m pretty sure it had lasers for eyes.”

	Eve wiped at her tears. She took a breath and thought she had it under control, but another image of Adam flailing and tripping made her start all over. Her stomach ached from laughing.

	He put the baby swing back, although the seat no longer moved back and forth. “I’ll fix it.” His breathing was returning to normal, but his shirt was ripped at the shoulder and at the neck. He watched Eve as she shook. “It’s good to see you laugh.”

	Eve caught her breath. Still holding her belly, she thought of Benny again and she wondered. Had he sent her a message?

	Wiping her face, she chuckled. She was going to enjoy the image of Adam flailing like a wild man for a long time. She thought about that. A long time. She would be with him a long time. Was that so bad? Standing there, all her worries and fears vanished, and without thinking, she stepped forward and walked into his arms.

	He wrapped himself around her and held her close. She felt his breath against her ear. Her body warmed and her breath quickened, and everything seemed so obvious. 

	She pulled back but still held him close. “I love you too, Adam. I think I have since our moment on the roof.”

	He brushed a lock of hair off her face. “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.” He touched his forehead to hers. “We’re going to have a great love story.”

	“Promise?” she asked. She brushed her lips against his.

	He held her with one arm and stroked her face with his hand. “Promise,” he said huskily, and he lowered his lips against hers.

	Eve tried to breathe as everything fired at once. His mouth and tongue moved over hers, and she moved against him. She kissed him senseless, and he returned the favor. His hands slid down her body and pulled her in, and Eve began to explore his chest when she realized where they were.

	Breathless, she pulled back. “We have to stop. We’re in the Ramsey’s backyard.”

	He groaned. “You think they’d mind?”

	She pinched him. “We can’t embarrass ourselves.”

	He loosened his grip. “How long are we here for?”

	“Dinner.” She took a deep breath and tried to collect herself. “We have to get through dinner.”

	“Hell. This is going to be a painful meal.”

	Eve gasped. “No. Wait. Gillian. She’s staying with me tonight.”

	“Not anymore she isn’t.” He tried to pull her back in, but she pushed back.

	“I can’t kick her out.”

	The sliding glass door opened, and they turned and went still. Gillian poked her head out. “You two okay out here?”

	Eve nodded, breathless. “We’re great. Just great.”

	“Sarah wants to take me in to town tomorrow, so I thought I’d spend the night here tonight. That okay with you?” She smiled.

	Adam pinched Eve from behind and she felt her face color. Her sister was using those telepathic powers again. “That’s fine.”

	Gillian grinned. “Sarah’s got some snacks out. Come join us.”

	“We’ll be right there.”

	Gilli waved and went back inside. Eve turned, and before she could speak, Adam pulled her in for another passionate kiss.

	 

	**

	 

	“He’s been in there almost thirty minutes.” Gillian took a couple of cashews from a bowl on the table and popped one in her mouth.

	“You sure he’s still in the room?” asked Leroy.

	“Well, as far as I know, the man can’t walk through walls. Not yet, at least,” said Ramsey.

	“How much time should we give him?” asked Declan.

	“We don’t know what’s in the letter,” said Sarah. “If it’s personal, and we know it might be, he’ll need some time.”

	Leroy took a swig of his coffee. “So, Adam came to deliver a letter? We’re confident of that?”

	“He’s telling the truth,” said Sarah.

	“Definitely,” said Gillian. “He’s sensitive and compassionate. I’m surprised Eve didn’t feel that herself.”

	“Romantic entanglements often lead to confusion. It’s easy to doubt your own instincts,” said Morgana.

	“Ain’t that the truth,” said Ramsey. He waved his fingers. “I don’t know why we’re drinking coffee and tea. Anybody want anything stronger?”

	Everybody’s hand went up.

	He glanced at Morgana. “One of our rare moments of agreement.”

	“Sometimes the fates do align,” she answered as she placed a piece of cheese on a cracker. She eyed the back patio door. “You think the happy couple will return?”

	Ramsey stood from the table. “I hope they’re not desecrating my backyard. What will the shrubs think?”

	Declan chuckled. “Something makes me think they’ve seen it before. They’re not the first Binding couple in this house.”

	Sarah colored. “The shrubs will be fine.”

	Ramsey smiled at his wife. “They’re not dead yet.” He headed into the kitchen.

	“I’ll help you, Sherlock,” said Leroy.

	Gillian watched the bedroom door. “I’m giving him ten minutes, then I’m going to check on him.”

	 

	**

	 

	Eve slid the back door open, and she and Adam stepped inside.

	“Welcome back,” said Morgana.

	Eve closed the door and held hands with Adam. “When’s dinner?”

	Gillian smiled. “Actually,” she glanced at Sarah who tilted her head, “dinner is postponed.”

	Sarah paused, and then nodded. “Yes. It’s a pity. I bought the wrong ingredients.” She huffed. “Can you imagine?”

	Morgana looked between the two of them.

	“You know,” said Gillian, “I think we should all make our own plans for dinner. Don’t you? We can all get together tomorrow.”

	“That’s probably for the best,” said Sarah.

	“Nonsense,” said Morgana. “I’m sure Eve and Adam would love to stay and converse. I can’t imagine what else they’d rather do.” Eve caught Sarah hiding a sly smile.

	“You know,” said Adam. “I think Eve and I will head out. There’s no need for Sarah to worry about dinner tonight.”

	Eve had to force herself to stay collected, when all she wanted to do was drag Adam out of the house. “What about Royce?” Eve asked.

	“I’ll explain. I’m sure he won’t mind the change in plans,” said Gillian, although Eve expected her brother may not agree.

	Eve nodded, trying not to look flustered, but knowing she was failing. “Okay. I guess we’ll plan on coming tomorrow then.” She tugged on Adam’s arm and they walked to the door. “We’ll go now. Adam’s really hungry.”

	“Starving,” said Adam.

	Sarah rose from the table. “We’ll see you tomorrow.”

	Declan, who’d been on the phone, ended his call. “What is this about dinner?”

	Eve wasted no time in grabbing her keys. Adam reached for the door but stopped when the door swung open forcefully on its own, and Adam jumped back.

	Curtis stood in the doorway. His clipboard was gone, and he held a blank stare on his face.

	Sarah walked out from behind the table. “Curtis?”

	He didn’t move.

	“Can I help you?” asked Adam. He put an arm in front of Eve.

	Curtis continued to stand at the entrance. His empty stare gave Eve the chills, and she knew something wasn’t right.

	Declan put himself between Curtis and Gillian. “What’s wrong, Curtis?”

	“John?” called Sarah.

	Curtis studied the people in the room, and Eve noticed something glowing from beneath his shirt. It looked like a necklace.

	Adam apparently noticed it too. He pushed Eve behind him. “Get back,” he said, stepping away from the door.

	Gillian stood. So did Morgana.

	“What’s going on?” asked Morgana.

	Ramsey and Leroy came into the room. “Yes?” Ramsey saw Curtis at the door. “Curtis? You forget something?”

	Curtis smiled, and the kind face and gentle manner Eve recalled from before was gone.

	“It’s not Curtis,” said Adam, stepping back farther as he kept himself in front of Eve.

	“Who is it?” asked Leroy.

	Curtis finally spoke. “Excellent question.” He stepped inside and the door closed by itself behind him. His walk and mannerisms did not resemble his earlier ones. Whatever he wore around his neck glowed brighter.

	“Burke,” said Adam.

	“No,” said Eve.

	“Burke?” asked Declan, remaining where he was.

	“He came looking for Royce,” said Eve. She glanced at Gillian, and her sister’s face told Eve everything. Gillian knew they were in trouble. “He’s using Curtis’s body,” said Adam. “That stone around his neck. It’s a conduit of energy which allows Burke to project himself into Curtis.”

	“Is this what he did to your friend?” Morgana asked. “How is this possible?”

	Burke-Curtis moved farther into the room. “All sorts of things are possible.” He cocked his head. “Morgana, is it?”

	Ramsey moved into the room and stepped in front of Sarah. “What are you doing in my house?”

	Burke stopped. “Interesting group you have here.” He stared at Sarah. “Very interesting.”

	Ramsey pulled Sarah behind him.

	Declan stood his ground. “You didn’t answer the question.”

	Burke studied Declan. “You’re a Gray.” He glanced at Ramsey. “Several of you are.”

	“You must have gotten all As in school,” said Ramsey.

	Burke’s lip raised into a sneer. “You’re bold for a Gray. Where I come from, your disrespect would not be tolerated.”

	“Things don’t work that way here,” said Declan.

	“We’re a bold group. Have been for some time,” said Ramsey. Sarah took his arm. “And we don’t like outsiders.”

	“I’m not an outsider. I’m your fellow Eudoran. We have much in common.”

	“The only thing we have in common is two arms, two legs, and two eyes. Now that we’ve moved past the introductions, you need to leave,” said Ramsey.

	“Typical of a Gray,” said Burke. He spoke to Sarah. “He’s your mate? You’re a Red. You could’ve done so much better.” He grinned. “Too bad I wasn’t around at the time.”

	Ramsey took a step closer, but Sarah held his elbow.

	“What do you want?” asked Morgana. She stepped around Declan and squared her shoulders. Eve admired her courage and realized the woman was diffusing a heated situation. “You didn’t come for conversation.”

	Burke-Curtis held a hard stare at Ramsey before speaking to Morgana. “Correct. I came to complete my assignment. Kill the High Child.”

	Eve sucked in a breath. Did this man know that Royce was still alive? The door off the hallway stayed shut. Royce was still in there, but Eve suspected Royce would be wondering what was going on. He’d been in there a long time. She closed her eyes and prayed.

	“The High Child is dead,” said Morgana.

	“No, she’s not,” said Burke. He looked at Eve. “The next in line is the second oldest.”

	“Stay away from her,” said Adam.

	“I have no interest in the position,” said Eve.

	“I’m sure your brother thought the same at first,” said Burke.

	“This is insane,” said Declan. “You plan to come in here and kill Eve?”

	“I have to kill them both. Once Eve’s gone, I can’t have her little sister get in the way.”

	Eve and Gillian’s eyes met.

	“We’re not going to just stand here while you attack two of our own,” said Ramsey.

	Eve watched the bedroom door.

	Burke stepped forward again. Declan and Morgana moved back. “You have a choice. Let me do what I came to do or risk your own lives in the process. I will kill anyone who stands in my way.”

	His back was now to the hall. Eve held her breath when she saw the door silently begin to open. She looked at her sister and knew Gillian had seen it too.

	“I can see now why you use another man to do your dirty work. You don’t have the courage to face us on your own. You’re a coward,” said Ramsey.

	The necklace glowed. The door opened wider.

	Burke glared. A mug from the table flew up and hit Ramsey in the head, knocking him sideways.

	“John!” said Sarah.

	Ramsey winced and held his head. Blood flowed from between his fingers.

	“Stop it,” said Sarah.

	“I’m okay,” said Ramsey, pushing her back behind him.

	“You know,” said Burke to Sarah. “I could get rid of him and you could join me on Eudora. Half-human, half-Red. You’d be all the rage.”

	“Get out of here,” said Leroy. “Neither Eve nor Gillian have any interest in becoming High Child. You can leave them here and make up any story you want. No one would know the difference.”

	“You must be Leroy,” said Burke. “At least I’ll know everyone who’s going to die.”

	“Nobody’s going to die,” said Adam, “because you’re going to leave.”

	Burke narrowed his eyes. “You got lucky once. It won’t happen again.” He touched the necklace. “This won’t be so easy to access.” He pointed. “Now step back from her, unless you want to be a victim too.”

	The door off the hallway was fully open. Eve’s heart was beating so fast, she worried it would warn Burke.

	Adam didn’t move. “I won’t let you hurt her.”

	Burke’s face went flat. “Very well.” He swiped out his hand and a wave of force hit Eve straight in the stomach. Everyone in the room was knocked backwards. Gillian, Declan, and Morgana fell on the floor, and Adam was forced back into Eve and then onto the carpet. Ramsey, Sarah, and Leroy were knocked into the dining table.

	Before Eve could react, she felt something pull on her foot, and she started to slide over the floor. She saw Gillian sliding as well. It was as if a rope had slid around her ankle and was dragging her. She grabbed for leverage but couldn’t find anything.

	Adam grabbed at her, but she was still being dragged. As Gillian passed Declan, he reached for her and took her hand, but it didn’t stop Gillian’s momentum. Burke was pulling them closer and there was nothing they could do.

	Gillian and Eve were within a foot of Burke when there was a loud bellow. Burke was knocked off his feet, and he hit the ground hard. The force released, and Eve stopped moving. So did Gillian, and Adam scrambled forward and pulled Eve back as Declan reached for Gillian.

	Burke struggled as his hands shoved against an invisible burden and then went to his throat, where he gagged and clawed at unseen hands. Items began to fly through the house. A plate flew off the table and crashed into the wall. A chair toppled over and a glass framed picture slid off the mantel and shattered on the floor.

	“His necklace,” yelled Adam. “Take his necklace.”

	Burke continued to fight, his face now turning blue as he tried to breathe. He took one of his hands and shoved it hard against the air. There was a brief grunt, but the force against Burke did not release. But now the form of a man was taking shape over Burke.

	Declan sat up. “Curtis. You’re killing Curtis.”

	Adam did a fast crawl, dodging a flying cheese tray. He reached the gasping Curtis and pulled at his shirt. The glowing necklace was dimming but still alight. As a now fully visible Royce continued to straddle and strangle the man, Adam gripped the stone and yanked. The cord snapped, and Adam got up, ran across the room, opened the back door, and threw the stone.

	Curtis went limp.

	“Stop,” said Declan. He reached over and grabbed Royce’s arm.

	“Stop, Royce,” said Gillian. “He’s gone. Burke is gone.”

	Royce eased up and let go. He slumped backward, breathing hard and grimacing.

	Eve raced forward and squatted next to her brother. “Are you okay?”

	Declan checked Curtis’s pulse, and Sarah ran up. “How is he?”

	“He’s alive.”

	Ramsey kneeled next to Declan. “Is it safe? Is Burke gone?”

	Adam answered, looking pale. “He’s gone.”

	“Where did he go?” asked an unruffled Morgana. She stood and straightened her clothes.

	“Hopefully to hell, where he belongs,” said Royce. He sat back and cursed, holding his side.

	“What is it?” asked Gillian. “You’re hurt.”

	“It’s nothing. He zapped me, but I’m fine.”

	Eve studied him. “No, you’re not. Let me see.”

	“We need to get Curtis some help. He’s not looking too good,” said Declan.

	“Get him on the couch,” said Sarah.

	Leroy and Ramsey lifted Curtis by the arms and pulled him upright. They got him to the sofa and laid him down.

	“Let me see, Royce,” said Gillian. She reached for his shirt and lifted the hem. An angry red welt was blistered up and covered a wide area on his skin.

	“God,” said Eve. “He burned you.”

	“I’m fine,” said Royce. “Help me up.”

	Eve and Gillian took Royce’s arms as he stood on shaky legs.

	“You need to take a seat. You look like you’re about to faint,” said Gillian.

	“Stop mothering me. I said I’m all right,” said Royce. He sat on a dining chair. “You should have let me kill him.”

	“He is not the man you want,” said Morgana. “Apparently, this man was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

	Declan shook Curtis, trying to rouse him, but the man didn’t stir. “I’m worried about his neck. If it swells enough, he could have difficulty breathing.”

	Sarah sat beside Curtis on the couch. She put her hands on his chest and closed her eyes.

	“You’re sure Burke is gone?” asked Ramsey.

	“I am,” said Adam. “Without a conduit, he can’t project. He’s back on his ship.”

	“How did he find this place?” asked Leroy. “How did he know to come here? How did he know our names?”

	“And who Sarah was?” asked Ramsey.

	Adam stared off. “Hell.” He looked at the front door, walked over, and opened it.

	“What?” asked Eve. “Did he follow us?”

	Adam looked up and down the street, then closed the door. “Tez. It’s the only explanation.”

	“Your friend?” asked Gillian.

	“He had to have been watching. He saw Curtis and targeted him. He led Burke here.” He paused. “Tez knows about this house. I told him about your group. How there was a community of Gray’s, and how Sarah healed me. I never suspected…” He closed his eyes as he tried to comprehend what had just happened. “I’m sorry. This is my fault.”

	“How could you have known?” asked Eve.

	“It should have been an easy deduction. He can track me with this.” He pulled out his phone. “I didn’t expect him to collude with Burke though. We’ve always hated the man.”

	“Destroy that thing,” said Royce, holding his side.

	“There’s not much point,” said Ramsey. Leroy had found a towel in the kitchen, put ice in it, and given it to Ramsey, who held it against his head. “He already knows where we are.”

	Adam hit a button on the device. “He can’t detect me now.”

	Sarah placed her hands lightly on Curtis’s throat. Eve watched her work. “Should we call an ambulance?”

	Before anyone could answer, Curtis’s eyes fluttered. Sarah opened her own and sat back. She lightly shook his shoulder. “Curtis? Can you hear me?”

	Eve took a step closer to see Curtis open his eyes clearly. His skin tone was back to normal and the early signs of bruising on his neck had faded.

	He blinked and looked around. “Where am I?”

	Everyone looked at each other, unsure of what to say.

	Sarah answered. “You’re at the Ramsey’s. You fainted on the porch, and we brought you inside. Do you remember?”

	Ramsey moved to Sarah’s side. “Yeah. You gave us a scare. You’ve been out for a few minutes. We almost called an ambulance.”

	Curtis held his head. “I fainted?” He sat up slowly. “I don’t remember.”

	“How do you feel?” asked Sarah.

	“A little woozy, and I have a headache.” He glanced up at Ramsey. “What happened to your head?”

	Ramsey stared at the bloody towel in his hand. “What this? I hit my head on…” He stared blankly.

	“A cheese tray,” said Declan, picking up the item from the floor. “I was being stupid and threw it.”

	Curtis squinted, and Declan shrugged at Ramsey.

	“You want us to call someone to get you?” asked Sarah.

	Curtis checked his watch. “Is that the time? Man, I’m late. I have another delivery.” He stood carefully.

	“You should take it easy,” said Declan.

	Curtis waved him off. “No. I’m fine. It’s probably that stupid diet I’m doing. My girlfriend’s eating only lettuce for twenty-four hours. I told her I’d do it with her.”

	“Perhaps you should consider eating some protein,” said Morgana. She began to pick up the broken cutlery off the floor.

	Ramsey stepped over a puddle of coffee and piece of a broken mug. “Don’t mind the mess, Curtis. My friend here has a temper.” He nodded at Leroy.

	Leroy didn’t hesitate. “You know I prefer cheddar over swiss cheese. How many times do I have to tell you?”

	Curtis held his head. “Sorry about worrying you.” He walked to the door.

	Declan followed. “You sure you’re okay?”

	“Just fine. My head’s already better. Thank you.” He opened the door and stepped out.

	“You’re welcome. Maybe you should go home instead of making that delivery. I’m sure Jerry would understand,” said Declan.

	“Nah, I’m fine.” He waved and was gone. Declan shut the door.

	Everyone let out a collective sigh.

	“You think he bought it?” asked Adam.

	“I think so,” said Declan.

	“I don’t think the whole ‘I was possessed by an alien’ reason will occur to him,” said Ramsey.

	“He won’t remember,” said Adam. “He’ll be tired and weak, but I suppose Sarah’s mojo will help with that.”

	“I still think you should have let me kill him,” said Royce.

	“It wasn’t his fault,” said Leroy.

	“Maybe not, but I’d feel better.” He grunted and winced.

	Sarah stood. “Let me look at your injury.”

	“I’m fine,” said Royce.

	“Let her help,” said Gillian. “You’re in pain.”

	Royce glowered at her, but when Sarah neared, he let her gently raise his shirt. His skin was raw and red and to Eve it looked like the blister had grown.

	“He got you, didn’t he?” said Declan.

	“Not before I got to him first.” Royce gritted his teeth as Sarah touched his side.

	“Sorry,” she said before closing her eyes and going quiet again.

	Gillian returned an overturned dining chair to its rightful place. Morgana had picked up most of the debris and deposited it in the trash. Leroy picked up another overturned chair and sat while Adam took Eve’s hand. Ramsey sat beside Leroy and dabbed at his injured head.

	Royce’s wound slowly began to heal. The angry red turned a bright pink and then faded away until his skin returned to normal. Sarah dropped her hands, took a breath, and opened her eyes. “Better?”

	Royce stared, wide-eyed. “Like new.” He dropped his shirt. “Thank you.”

	Sarah shook out her hands and went to sit beside her husband, who took her fingers in his own. She looked at Ramsey’s head. “You okay?”

	He nodded. “I’m fine. You can work on me later.” He glanced around the room. “Right now, we have a bigger concern.”

	Royce swiveled in his seat to face the table. Gillian pulled out a chair as Adam and Eve joined them. Morgana didn’t sit but stood beside Declan, who crossed his arms. “You mean what happens next?” he asked.

	“That’s exactly what I mean.” Ramsey addressed Adam. “He’ll come back, won’t he?”

	Adam’s shoulders dropped. “Yes. He’ll come back. He knows Royce is alive and now so will Roma.”

	“How much time do we have?” asked Declan.

	Adam paused. “Some. Burke has made two projections. It’s a powerful weapon, but it comes at a cost. The host is not the only one affected. It saps the projector’s strength too. It takes time to recover. At this point, he’s likely low on supplies, energy, and fuel. So is Tez. They’ll have no choice but to return and report back.”

	“And what happens after that?” asked Leroy.

	“Roma will decide, but I know Burke. He’ll make it his personal mission to finish the job. Roma knows that and will use it. She’ll foster his hatred and direct it for her own benefit.” He paused. “Which means the Fletcher family is not the only one at risk.”

	Ramsey nodded, accepting the news.

	“What are you saying?” asked Gillian.

	“He’s saying we’re all in danger now, correct?” asked Morgana.

	“Correct,” said Adam. “A community of Gray’s has just handed Burke a defeat. He won’t like that.”

	“He returns, and I’ll make him wish he’d never heard the word ‘Earth,’” said Royce.

	“He won’t come back alone,” said Adam. “Roma will send reinforcements. She won’t make the same mistake twice.”

	The room went quiet. Declan rubbed his head. “So what now?”

	Eve didn’t know what to say, and apparently neither did anyone else.

	Morgana broke the silence. “We do what we always do. It’s not the first time we’ve faced adversaries.” She eyed Ramsey, who nodded back.

	“And what would that be?” asked Adam.

	Morgana aimed a steely gaze at him. “We haven’t survived on this planet for as long as we have by being meek. We are not defenseless, but they think we are. That gives us an advantage. So we prepare, and when they return…” Her gray eyes sparkled in the waning light of the window and Eve realized why this woman was on the Council. “We’ll be ready.”
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Chapter One

	 

	Veronica Chappell focused on the glimmering object in the night sky through her binoculars. It blinked several times and appeared to be descending.

	“Look at that.” She pointed. “Southwest quadrant.”

	Larry raised his own binoculars. “Where?”

	“There,” she said.

	“That’s a plane.”

	“No, it’s not. Planes don’t descend like that, and not at that rate of speed.”

	Larry huffed. “Vee? How long do you want to keep doing this?”

	Veronica continued to watch the unidentified object. The blinking lights went from white to multicolored and it began to turn in circles. “Are you seeing this? This is a bona fide sighting. I told you it was a great night to look for UFOs.” She glanced at Larry who sat on a nearby log. “Why aren’t you watching?” She peered through the glasses.

	“Vee. This is our third night this week. By virtue of the fact that it is dark, anything we see, if it isn’t a plane, would be considered unidentified. That’s a pretty broad scope.”

	“On the contrary. Planes, shooting stars, satellites are easily seen and that’s most of what we find.” The object suddenly stopped its descent in mid-air but continued to turn. “Get my camera. Take pictures of this thing.”

	“Pictures? You’re not going to be able to see it. Your camera sucks.”

	“Take some pictures, Larry. Now.”

	Larry grunted, but she heard him rifle through her bag. After a few seconds, she heard the shutter clicking. “I don’t see squat. I’m probably taking pictures of a bored airliner crew.”

	“It’s not that,” said Vee. The craft dropped, and Vee briefly lost sight of it but picked it up again just as it descended behind a tree line in the distance. For a split second, Vee thought she saw smoke. She lowered her binoculars. “Did you get that?”

	Larry was wiping the lens with his shirt.

	“What are you doing?” She walked over and took the camera from him.

	“I got a few shots. It had some pretty colors.”

	“Get your stuff. We’re going after it.” She stuffed her camera and binoculars into a bag and grabbed her water bottle.

	Larry’s jaw dropped. “We’re what?”

	“I think it crashed. In the trees. On the outskirts of town.”

	Larry pulled his jacket tighter around him. “It’s midnight, and it’s cold out here.”

	 “It’s fifty degrees. It’s not cold.”

	Larry gaped at her as she picked up her bag. “How long are you going to keep doing this?”

	She stopped. “Doing what?”

	“You joined this MUFO group—”

	“It’s MUFON.”

	“Whatever. You come out here every night looking for little green men. You never find anything. Why are you wasting your time? You have a good job with the local police department. People respect you. You’re smart and pretty. You should be out on a date tonight, dancing and making out with that local cowboy. He likes you.”

	“You’re my brother, Larry. Not my mother. And Jed is not a cowboy. He owns a dairy farm.”

	“He has cows, right?”

	She rolled her eyes. “I don’t like Jed. I’d rather date a little green man.”

	“How long is it going to take before you’re laughed off the force?”

	“I don’t have any secrets from my peers. They know what I do in my free time.”

	“Yes. I’ve heard your nickname. VT. I assume that has something to do with the movie, E.T.”

	“I don’t care about that. I like what I do. I’m convinced that life exists outside of our own. And if I can find a shred of proof, then people like you might start to take this seriously.” She turned and headed toward her car. “You coming?”

	He followed her. “If you want to go off on a wild goose chase, then have at it. But drop me off on the way. I’m tired of this foolishness.”

	“You’ve only been out here for three days.”

	“It feels like three years.”

	Vee got behind the wheel, and Larry joined her in the front seat. “Fine. I’ll check out the site on my own.”

	“You’re never going to find anything tonight. You go into those woods, you’re more likely to run into a bear.”

	She grinned at him. “Or even better, a Sasquatch. Just think of those photos. I could become a Bigfoot hunter. Would you like that better?” She turned the ignition and the engine roared to life.

	Larry rubbed his face and groaned. “Just take me home.”


Chapter Two

	 

	John Ramsey flipped a burger on the grill and was rewarded with a satisfying sizzle. He flipped the remaining burgers and looked over his backyard which was rapidly filling with people. He and his wife Sarah had arranged a dinner and invited almost everyone they knew. Declan, his half-brother, and Hannah were busy setting the table outside. Grayson Steele, the wealthy entrepreneur, and Gillian carried plates and silverware. Considering the sunny weather and amount of people arriving, they’d decided to eat on the patio. 

	He heard the doorbell and shook his head, wondering who it was. The sliding glass door opened and Eve Fletcher, Gillian’s sister, and her boyfriend Adam, stepped out. “Need any help out here?” asked Eve.

	“Grab the water glasses,” said Gillian. “Sarah has them in the kitchen.”

	Eve turned just as Ethan and Rosie, John and Sarah’s three-year-old twins, squealed, ran outside, and headed for the swing set.

	“Push me, Uncle Declan,” yelled Rosie as she sat in a swing.

	“Me too!” said Ethan.

	Declan smiled. “All right, you two.” He walked over and helped Ethan into a swing. “Hold on.” He pushed Rosie, and she giggled in delight.

	“Higher,” said Ethan.

	Charlotte Ramsey, Ramsey’s mother, poked her head out the back door. “You watching them, Declan?”

	“Sure am,” said Declan. “They’re fine.”

	Charlotte nodded and went back inside, just as Morgana and Drake stepped outside. Ramsey turned a few more patties and lowered the grill cover.

	Morgana and Drake approached him. “Ramsey,” said Drake, using John’s last name which most did, other than his best friend Leroy who insisted on calling him by his middle name, Sherlock.

	“Drake. Morgana,” said Ramsey. “Welcome. Glad you were able to make it.”

	Morgana, her silver hair pulled back in its usual chignon style, wore a navy-blue pantsuit with a cream top and matching silk scarf. “Ramsey.”

	“Glad you dressed down for the occasion,” said Ramsey.

	“I find my attire to be quite satisfactory,” she sniffed the air. “Burgers?”

	“Yes. I’m making yours extra greasy,” he said.

	She wrinkled her nose. “I don’t suppose you will have any lighter fare?”

	“Oh, for God’s sake, woman. It’s a burger. It won’t kill you,” said Drake.

	“Sarah’s got a whole slew of side dishes. I’m sure you can find something to eat,” said Ramsey.

	“Ah, yes. I have no doubt of that. You’re so lucky she married you,” said Morgana.

	“We agree on that,” said Ramsey.

	On cue, Sarah stepped outside. “Drake. Morgana. I didn’t see you come in.” She wiped her hands on her blue apron speckled with sunflowers. “Glad you could make it.” She gave them both a brief hug. “Morgana, I’ve made a lovely salad for you.”

	“Thank you, my dear.” Morgana eyed Ramsey. “Very lucky indeed.”

	“Royce here yet?” asked Drake.

	“He just came in. He’s talking to Leroy and Olivia inside,” said Sarah. She glanced at the table that was almost set. “Looks great. Thanks.”

	“It was a great idea to eat out here,” said Eve. “It’s a beautiful evening.”

	“Thank your sister,” said Sarah. “It was her idea.”

	Gillian picked up a flowered plant and put it on the table as a centerpiece. “It felt like the right thing to do.”

	Drake eyed the backyard and house. “Looks like you and Declan finally got the extra room finished.”

	Ramsey nodded. “We had a little extra help from Royce and Adam. But yes, it turned out pretty well. Now we have a guest bedroom for anyone who needs it.”

	“Gillian and Grayson are staying tonight,” said Sarah. “They’ll head home tomorrow.”

	Royce stepped outside. “There you two are.”

	Gillian and Eve waved and gave their brother a hug. Royce narrowed his eyes. “Adam. Steele.” He shook hands with his sister’s significant others and greeted Ramsey as well.

	“Glad you could make it,” said Ramsey. “Morgana says it was an interesting Council meeting.”

	“Council meetings,” said Royce. “I’d rather cut my toenails.”

	“You and me both,” said Ramsey.

	Morgana tipped her head. “While you gentlemen cannot appreciate the benefit the Council provides, Drake and I find that a gathering of intelligent people to discuss important issues is quite valuable, especially considering what we’re facing.”

	“Intelligent?” asked Drake.

	“For the most part,” said Morgana.

	“It’s been almost eight months,” said Royce. “I’m thinking we’ve been forgotten. Perhaps Roma and her cronies realized we’re not a threat so long as we stay here and they stay there.”

	“That would be a logical conclusion,” said Ramsey.

	“Let’s talk shop once we all have a drink,” said Sarah. “How are the burgers doing?”

	Ramsey turned. “I’m on it.” He went back to the grill.

	Leroy popped his head out the door. “I’m making drinks. Who wants one?”

	Twenty minutes later, everyone had a drink in hand and a burger on their plate. The vegetables and side salads were passed around and quickly disappearing. Everyone helped themselves to the food and the group went silent as they ate.

	“Must be hungry. We’re never this quiet,” said Ramsey as he reached for more green beans.

	Adam took a large bite of his hamburger and helped himself to some chips. “It’s delicious, Sarah.”

	“John made the burgers, so he gets the credit,” said Sarah.

	“My salad is delicious,” said Morgana, as she bit into a carrot.

	“This potato salad is very good,” said Gillian. “I’d love the recipe.”

	“Olivia brought that,” said Sarah. “She’s a great cook.”

	“I’d be happy to share it with you,” said Olivia.

	“My wife is talented in the kitchen,” said Leroy. He winked at her. “Among other places.” Olivia elbowed him in the ribs, and Leroy grunted and smiled.

	Drake took a sip from his almost empty glass. Looking across the table, he spoke softly. “That’s Grayson Steele?” he asked Ramsey, eyeing the man sitting beside Gillian. “He’s from Stone and Steele Enterprises, right? The head honcho?”

	“More or less,” said Ramsey.

	Drake paused. “He’s married to Gillian?”

	Morgana raised a brow. “Have you suddenly gone daft? You know who he is.”

	They watched Grayson pass the potatoes to Eve.

	Drake glowered. “I know who he is, but the obvious question is does he know who we are? We can’t exactly sit here and discuss our issues if he doesn’t.”

	“He knows,” said Sarah.

	“What issues,” asked Ramsey. “We have issues?”

	Grayson looked up. “Don’t worry. I know everything.”

	Drake lifted a brow. “Everything?”

	“Everything,” said Royce. Lifting his hand, he paused, and the ketchup bottle lifted and drifted into his palm.

	“Yup,” said Grayson, shaking his head. “Everything.”

	Gillian smiled. “Show off.”

	Royce grunted. “You’re just jealous.”

	The table went quiet again as everyone continued to eat. Ramsey glanced at Morgana. “So, you want to start this conversation, or should I?”

	Morgana dabbed at her lips with her napkin. “Be my guest.”

	Ramsey took a swig of his beer before standing. “Everyone. Can I get your attention?” The murmuring of talk at the table quieted. “Thanks. First, thank you to my lovely wife Sarah for pulling this shindig together.” He raised his glass and drank from it, as did everyone else.

	“Here, here,” said Declan.

	“To Sarah,” said Grayson. “A lovely meal as always.”

	“Thank you,” said Sarah. She wiped Rosie’s face which was smeared with mustard.

	“Now, you all know what we came to discuss. Morgana and Drake have just come from the latest Council meeting and thought it best that we get together.”

	“Has something happened?” asked Leroy. “Any new developments?”

	“Nothing,” said Royce. He looked at Gillian and Eve. “Any activity with you two?”

	“None,” said Eve.

	“No,” said Gillian. “But Grayson’s got so much security at home right now, I doubt the president could visit.”

	“Only if he calls ahead,” said Grayson. He took Gillian’s hand. “I’m not taking any chances.”

	“I haven’t sensed any threat,” said Declan. He spoke to Adam. “Have you?”

	“Nothing,” said Adam. “It doesn’t mean anything though. They can cloak their presence, so we may not be able to discern anything until they’re already here.”

	Morgana put down her fork. “Which is exactly why we need to take precautions and not become reticent. I realize it’s been several months, but we cannot let our guard down. We must be vigilant.”

	“Vigilant of what?” asked Ramsey. He sat and offered a bite of potato salad to Ethan who ate it with relish. “We’ve been looking behind us since this started. Maybe at some point, we need to get back to our normal lives and assume they’re not coming back. Maybe Burke never made it home. And your friend,” he regarded Adam, “Tez. Maybe he didn’t throw us under the bus like you suspect.”

	“Do you think that’s possible?” Eve asked Adam.

	Adam shook his head. “Burke will bide his time. He won’t make the same mistakes twice. He’ll do whatever it takes to get back into Roma’s good graces. And Roma will use that. He’ll be patient, but if he made it back to Eudora, then he’ll return at some point. And Tez, well, I hate to say it, but if they offer him enough money, he’ll likely lead the search party.”

	“No need to search. We aren’t exactly hiding,” said Royce. He played with the rim of his glass.

	“How do you feel about all of this, Royce?” asked Gillian. “Knowing that Sarna and your daughter Greta are alive on Eudora. I know you’d like to find your way back to her.”

	“Get me on one of those ships and I’m the first one out,” said Royce.

	“If we could find a way to get you there, we would do it,” said Morgana.

	“Money is no object,” said Grayson. “Whatever you need, you’ll get.”

	“What about the ship that Varalika came in on?” asked Declan. “You have it in hiding.”

	“Too damaged and now in a decrepit state of disrepair,” said Drake. “Even if we could use it, we don’t have any idea how to fly it or where to go.”

	“That ship is not the answer,” said Morgana. “Our answer is their return. When they do, we have to be prepared. It is our hope that we can find a way to get Royce back to Sarna and his rightful place as High Child once they do.”

	“How do we prepare?” asked Hannah. She gave a strawberry to Ethan, who sat next to her. When Rosie bellowed, she handed a strawberry to her too. “It’s not like we have a secret weapon to defeat them. We are only Grays, except for Sarah and the Fletchers. There is no way we can overpower them.”

	“That’s not exactly true,” said Leroy. He picked up the other half of Olivia’s uneaten burger and took a bite of it. Olivia brushed a leaf off of his hair.

	“Get me in front of them again and we’ll see who wins,” said Royce.

	“You do that and you’ll only get yourself killed,” said Eve.

	“The three of you together are very powerful,” said Sarah, giving Rosie a drink of water. “Don’t discount that.”

	“I don’t want Eve and Gilli anywhere around if they return,” said Royce. “You two understand that?” He pointed at Grayson and Adam.

	“I’ll have Gillian on the first plane out,” said Grayson.

	“I’m not leaving you to fend for yourself, Royce.” said Eve.

	“Me either,” said Gillian.

	“He’s right,” said Adam. “You both need to disappear.”

	“What about you?” asked Eve. “It’s just as dangerous for you if you stay. You’re considered a traitor.”

	“I know Tez, and I know Burke,” said Adam. “I know their tricks. I can help Royce.”

	“I don’t need anyone’s help,” said Royce. “Your only job is to make sure Eve is safe.”

	“You can’t slay all the demons by yourself,” said Ramsey. He wiped Ethan’s greasy fingers with a napkin and his son dropped down off his seat to chase a ball in the yard. Rosie jumped off her chair and joined him.

	Ramsey’s mom stood. “Ethan. Rosie. Time for a bath.”

	“Sit, Charlotte,” said Sarah. “I can get it.”

	“No, that’s fine. I like to do it while I’m here. You stay and talk with your friends.” She walked over and took Ethan and Rosie by the hand and led them inside.

	“Thanks, Mom,” said Ramsey. He watched his kids walk with his mother and looked back at Morgana. “What’s your big plan? How can we be ready and be safe at the same time? How can we prevent these people from coming and taking what they want?”

	Royce shoved his plate back. “There is no way to prepare.”

	Morgana took the last swig of her scotch and put the glass down. “I disagree. We have numbers on our side. There’s more of us than them.”

	“Not if you start sending Gillian and Eve away,” said Leroy. “They are two of the most powerful among us,” said Leroy.

	“They go,” said Royce. “No questions asked.”

	“We can decide that for ourselves,” said Eve.

	Olivia stood from the table. “While you all talk, I’m going to start clearing the table.”

	“Leave it, Olivia,” said Sarah. “John and I can clean later.”

	“She’s right, Olivia,” said Ramsey. “I’ll make Leroy do the dirty work.”

	“All this preparation talk makes me nervous,” said Olivia. “I’d rather keep busy.” She picked up the potato salad and a jar of mayo. “I can at least bring some stuff inside.”

	Leroy stood as well. “I’ll help you.” He picked up the remains of a salad and the uneaten hamburger buns. “You all let me know what you decide.” He followed his wife into the house.

	Grayson’s phone rang, and he glanced at the display. “Sorry. I have to take this. Be right back.” He stood and went into the house.

	“Decide?” asked Declan. “We’ve been talking about this for eight months and we still haven’t decided anything. At this point, it looks like Royce is going to take down everyone with his bare hands.”

	“Sounds like a plan to me,” said Royce.

	“That’s silly and you know it,” said Gillian. “We defeated Galen. We could do it again.”

	“And you almost died because of it,” said Royce.

	“So, we’re back to square one,” said Drake. “We don’t know what we’re doing.”

	Eve stood. “I’m going to use the facilities.” She kissed Adam on the cheek. “Hold my spot.”

	“You know I will,” said Adam.

	Royce rolled his eyes.

	Ramsey shook his head and sat back. “The answer is not necessarily to all disappear. I’d love to keep Sarah and the kids safe by sending them away. But if we don’t know when the bad guys are coming, that’s hard to do unless we just up and move.”

	Sarah reached over and took his hand. “We are not leaving our home. We’ve dealt with difficulty before and survived. We can do it again.”

	He squeezed her fingers and recalled sliding his hand down her thigh that morning. He shivered at the thought of anyone hurting her. “That was before Ethan and Rosie came along. We have more at stake now.”

	She nodded but didn’t say anything.

	“We have a few options on the table. All is not lost,” said Morgana.

	“You’ve said that a few times now, but I have yet to hear what you and the Council have got up your sleeve,” said Ramsey.

	Morgana sat back. “All will be revealed when the time is right.”

	“You act as if we can’t be trusted,” said Royce. “You think by telling us, that we’ll spoil the surprise?”

	Morgana eyed Drake, who nodded back. “Very well. We have something in our possession which could turn the tables to our side, provided we use it appropriately.”

	Sarah leaned over and spoke in Ramsey’s ear. “I’m going to see if Charlotte needs help. The twins can be a handful at bath time.”

	Ramsey played with the remainder of his salad with a fork. He’d never been a big fan of lettuce. “My mother handled me. The twins are a cinch after that.”

	“Your mother was younger and tougher then. These are her grandchildren. They’ll be running around the house in their birthday suits the moment she turns her back, and she probably wouldn’t stop them either.”

	“She’s tougher than she looks,” said Declan.

	“I’ll just check in,” said Sarah. “I’ll be right back.” She stood and patted Ramsey on the back before returning to the house.

	“You know something we don’t, which you seem to think can improve our chances, is that right?” asked Royce.

	“Between your cloaking abilities, our secret weapon, your sisters and Sarah, we make a formidable team,” said Morgana.

	Royce banged on the table and Hannah jumped. “I told you I don’t want my sisters involved.”

	Morgana raised a brow. “Don’t think I’m easily intimidated. I know how you feel about your family. We all care about our loved ones. I don’t wish to see anyone harmed either. But let’s get something straight. If we’re going to defeat them, the only way to win is to do it together. Once we scatter, we are easy targets and we won’t last long.”

	“I agree,” said Gillian.

	Royce groaned and ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t even know why we’re talking about this. For all we know, it could be another eight months, or eight years, before we even hear another word from them.” He rested his forehead in his hand.

	Ramsey could only imagine what Royce was going through, wondering when or if, he would ever see or touch the woman he loved again. He thought back to a time when he and Sarah had been separated and a chill moved through him. It was not something he remembered fondly.

	“I think that’s my cue for another drink,” said Drake, standing. “Anybody else want one?”

	Grayson and Adam asked for another beer.

	“I’ll be right back,” said Drake, heading inside.

	Ramsey started to speak, but noticed Declan, eyes squinting, turn toward the back gate. Ramsey also turned. “What is it, Declan?”

	Declan studied the woods. “Someone’s at the back gate.”

	Royce frowned. “Who?”

	“I don’t know. I sense urgency, fear.” Declan’s face clenched. “Pain.”

	“I feel it too,” said Gillian.

	“It’s a man,” said Adam. He paused and frowned toward the direction of the sound. “Someone we know.”

	The back gate banged. Ramsey stood along with Declan. Royce ran around the table and off the patio.

	“Royce, wait,” said Declan, but he jumped up and followed Royce across the yard as did Ramsey and Adam. Morgana, Gillian, and Hannah stayed back.

	When they neared the back fence, Adam ran in front of them. “Hold on. Stop.”

	Royce stepped to the back gate. “Who’s there?”

	“Royce,” said Adam. “The energy …”

	Royce tensed. “What? Who is it?” The fence banged again and this time the gate jiggled as if someone were trying to open it. Royce reached out and yanked it open. A man fell inside the yard face down, and they stared in shock. His hair was askew, what they could see of his face was dirty, he wore tattered clothes and blood speckled his shirt.

	“Who are you and what do you want?” Royce grabbed the man by the shoulder.

	“Royce, no,” said Adam. He knelt beside the figure who was wheezing from exertion. “Oh my god. It’s Jasper.”

	Royce froze. Ramsey had learned enough to know that Jasper was Royce’s half-brother and was supposed to be back on Eudora. He made eye contact with Declan.

	Royce relaxed his grip and dropped beside him. Carefully, he rolled the man over. The man groaned, but once Ramsey saw his face, he could see the resemblance between the brothers. Jasper was not as big as Royce, but they had the same eyes, although one of Jasper’s was bruised and swollen.

	”Jasper?” asked Royce. “Is that you?”

	The man seemed to catch his breath. He nodded and finally spoke. “Help me up.”

	Royce and Adam took Jasper’s hands and helped him stand. Jasper shook with the effort but managed to hold himself upright on his own, although he looked pale.

	“Jasper,” said Royce, looking around. “How are you here? Are you alone?”

	Jasper shook his head and grabbed Royce by the shoulders. “Listen. We don’t have time. They’re coming.” His breathing picked up again.

	“Who?” asked Ramsey, his heart picking up speed. “Who’s coming?”

	Jasper’s eyes widened as if finally noticing there were others there. “You. Your family.” He studied Adam. “Adam?”

	“Yes. It’s me.”

	Jasper clenched Royce’s arm. “You got Sarna’s letter?”

	“Yes. I got the letter,” said Royce, looking almost as pale as Jasper. “Where is Sarna? Is she okay?”

	Jasper winced and held his ribs. “We can talk about Sarna later. We have to get you out of here. Where are your–our–sisters?” His eyes darted around. “Some place safe. We have to find some place safe to go.”

	“Gilli and Eve are here, in the house,” said Royce. “Jasper. You’re rambling. Tell me what’s going on. Did you come alone?”

	Jasper tried to speak, but he coughed instead.

	“Come inside,” said Declan. “You need some water, food, rest.”

	“No,” said Jasper. “Now. We have to leave now. Burke is here.”

	Ramsey’s blood went cold. “Where?”

	Royce clenched a hand into a fist. “How do you know he’s here?”

	“I intercepted a transmission. He was on his way. And he’s not alone. I came as fast as I could, but he was ahead of me.”

	Royce looked at Ramsey. Their gaze traveled back toward the house as if they sensed the same thing at once. Feeling a jolt move through him, Ramsey knew something wasn’t right.

	Jasper coughed again and leaned over, holding his chest. “He’s going to do something. He wants to hit hard. When you’re all together.”

	Ramsey’s blood turned to ice. He stared at his home, realizing they were all vulnerable.

	“No,” said Royce, as if sensing the same fear.

	Terror racing through him, Ramsey sprinted forward, as did Royce. “Get out of the house!” he yelled, but within two steps, a bright light blinded him, just as an explosion ripped the air and earth, and Ramsey caught a brief glimpse of wood and debris flying upward before he was thrown backward into the dirt.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	Vee walked through the heavy brush, pushing back tree branches and scanning the dense forest. She’d attempted to explore the area the previous night, but Larry had been right. It was too dark, and a flashlight was not adequate.

	It was a warm evening, and she unzipped her jacket. Having gone to work that morning, she still wore her policeman’s uniform. If she’d taken the time to go home and change, she’d have lost valuable light.

	Remembering the previous night, Vee felt confident she was in the correct area. The ship, or whatever it was, had gone down somewhere near here. It was an area thickly populated with trees, but not people, making it an ideal area to hide something big.

	Continuing to walk, she scanned the brush, looking for anything out of the ordinary. Her mind briefly wandered back to her work day, and she wondered if her coworkers and Larry were right. Was she crazy? She could live with being called “VT.” She knew it came with the territory when you revealed to people that you were a lifelong MUFON member and your dream one day was to find proof that alien life existed. She’d dreamed about it since she was young and she and her dad would sit out on the porch, watching the night sky. They used to compete to see who could count the most shooting stars, until one night when they’d seen much more.

	It had been chilly, and she’d been wrapped in a blanket, holding a hot chocolate, when something very bright appeared in the sky. It was too slow to be a meteor and too fast and bright to be a satellite and as she and her dad continued to stare, the object moved closer and became brighter. It almost seemed to be scanning the area. She hadn’t spoken, and neither had her dad, but they continued to watch as the object slowed, hovered, and then moved at a right angle over the trees, before it suddenly ascended, shot up and away, and was gone. Mouths open, she and her dad had sat in shocked silence.

	Ever since that night, Vee couldn’t learn enough about UFOs. She’d searched with her father the area where the ship had hovered but had found nothing. They’d continued to watch the night sky in hopes it would return, but it never had. Veronica had not stopped looking though. One day, she knew she would find the answers she sought.

	She pushed back a bushy shrub and stepped into a small clearing. The golden brown dried grass was uniform except for two small patches of dark circles. Vee walked over to them and studied the ground. From her view, it looked as if the stalks were burned. She kneeled and touched the area then smelled the ground. It definitely smelled as if someone had lit the grass on fire. She looked up and surveyed. Standing, she saw an area of trampled foliage and disturbed dirt. Looking closer, she realized it was human footprints. Someone had been walking through here. A drop of rusty brown liquid dotted a leaf, and she touched it. Rubbing her fingers together, she realized it was blood. They’d been injured. She followed the footprints back into the brush and was about to step into another clearing when the radio on her shoulder squawked to life. She was off duty now, and she reached to turn it off when she heard the call.

	“All units, respond. We have ten-eighty on 5967 Maple. People trapped inside. Fire department is responding. All units respond. Over.”

	Vee heard the address. She stepped away and jogged through the clearing and back out beyond the trees. In the distance she saw the thick, black smoke, drifting out of a wooded neighborhood a few miles away. Judging by the amount of it, there would likely be casualties.

	She would have to save this hike for later and reached for the radio. “Ten-four, control. Officer Chappell responding. Over.” It was going to take her at least twenty minutes to get to her car, but if she ran, she could try to get there faster. Jogging and dodging loose rocks, she flew down the trail.

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	Ramsey blinked his burning eyes. The sky and clouds swirled together into what resembled Olivia’s mashed potatoes. Everything was eerily quiet until his ears began to ring. Then it came rushing back. The house. An explosion. Sarah and the kids. His mother. Terror seized him, and he sat up, shaking off his dizziness. Smoke poured from his home, or what was left of it. His body wouldn’t respond until he saw Declan stand and Royce jump up. Adam was attempting to get to his feet but he held his arm and blood trickled through his fingers. Jasper appeared dazed as he struggled to get to his knees.

	“Eve. Gillian.” Royce yelled as Ramsey sprung up.

	Ramsey finally shook off his paralysis. Once he moved, his feet wouldn’t run fast enough. He sprinted toward the house, with Declan and Royce beside him. He heard Eve’s name called and suspected Adam was right behind them.

	They reached the patio, and Morgana was lying beside the overturned table. She was conscious but wide-eyed. Plates, silverware, and uneaten food were strewn all over the yard. Gillian was beneath the table, and Royce ran to her. Hannah was slowly getting up, but she held her head and blood poured down the side of her face. Declan reached her and knelt beside her.

	“Grayson? Where’s Grayson?” Gillian yelled as Royce pushed the table off of her.

	Ramsey ran for the house. Smoke billowed from what remained of the roof, which sported a large jagged hole. The main part of the structure had taken the brunt of the blast. The back door and wall was blown out and glass littered the ground and crunched beneath his feet. He ran into what was left of his living area and kitchen, which was mainly charred and broken debris. His furniture was in ruins and flames licked the wrecked kitchen walls.

	“Sarah!” he screamed. Fear curdled his stomach, and he fought the urge to be sick. “Ethan? Rosie? Mom?” He was frantic when he didn’t see them. He ran for the kid’s room, which was next to the living area that no longer existed. The only thing left of the wall between them was blackened chunks of drywall. He stepped over what looked like the remains of his sofa and moved into the ruins of his children’s bedroom. He saw no one, and he screamed their names again. A moan caught his attention. Ethan’s car bed was destroyed and Rosie’s princess bed was flipped up and against the wall. John ran over and pushed the bed back and saw Sarah’s crumpled form on the floor.

	The smoke was getting thicker, and Ramsey coughed, but he barely noticed and kneeled beside Sarah. “Honey? Sarah? It’s me John.” She was lying on her side facing the wall and he could see no outward signs of damage, but she was not conscious.

	“Eve? Where are you?” He heard Royce’s voice.

	Declan ran into the kid’s room. “John? You okay?”

	John nodded. “I found Sarah.” His panic was so intense he could barely speak. Declan started toward him. “No,” said John. “The kids. Mom. We have to find them. Hurry.” He shivered. “My god. Leroy and Olivia.”

	Declan nodded, looking pale despite the soot on his face. The smoke was getting thicker and Declan disappeared into it.

	John reached for his wife. In the distance, he could hear sirens approach, but his brain couldn’t focus. He touched her shoulder and gently rolled her over. She moaned, but her eyes stayed closed. Ramsey stared in horror at the jagged piece of metal that protruded from her belly. Blood flowed from the wound. “Oh god. No.” He leaned close to her. “Sarah, sweetheart. It’s me. I’m going to move you.” He slid his arms beneath her and lifted her. She moaned again, and her head rolled into his shoulder. His fear almost froze him to the spot, but he pushed it back, stood, and carried her through the rubble. The front door was gone, but burning beams hung from the ceiling and he stepped below them and brought her out and laid her down in the grass. He was coherent enough to see Royce carrying Eve, who also appeared to be unconscious. Blood dripped from her arm, and she had a large bleeding gash in her leg. Gillian ran over to her when Royce put her down. He saw Grayson, shirt red with blood, holding his arm with a stunned look on his face. Blood streamed from his forehead. Morgana, hair spilling from her chignon, had managed to get to the front yard and she sat in shocked silence.

	Hannah, face still bloody, ran over to Sarah. “How is she?” Seeing the jagged piece of metal, she stilled.

	“Hannah …” Ramsey didn’t know what to say. “I–I have to look for the kids.”

	Hannah nodded. “Go. I’ll watch out for her.”

	Ramsey stood slowly, watching Sarah, but then turned and ran for the house. Royce joined him. “How’s Eve?” asked Ramsey.

	“Not good,” said Royce. He looked just as stunned as Ramsey felt.

	“My kids. I have to find my kids.”

	“We will.”

	They ran back inside. Declan met them at the entrance to what would have been the kitchen. He held an unconscious Drake in his arms. It took only a glance to see the burns on Drake’s right side. “John.” He paused, looking terrified. “Leroy and Olivia …” He swallowed.

	“Where?” asked Royce.

	Ramsey heard a cry from the back of the house. The new guest room seemed to have suffered the least amount of damage. He turned toward the sound. “Ethan? Rosie?” He listened again and heard his name. “Mom?”

	“Go,” said Declan. “Royce can help me.”

	Ramsey raced to the back room. The door was blown off and part of the ceiling was damaged, but the rest of the room looked intact. The bathroom door opened, and Ramsey’s mother poked her head out. Tears streaked her face, and he heard his children crying. Relief poured through him and he choked back his own tears. Rushing toward the door, he let out a sob when he saw Ethan and Rosie safe and sound, attached to his mother’s legs. He dropped down and pulled them into his chest, crying tears of relief. His mother crouched next to them. “My god. What happened?”

	Ramsey sputtered, thinking of what was left of his kid’s bedroom. “You took a bath in here?”

	Charlotte nodded. “It’s so drafty in the other bathroom. I thought it would be warmer in here.”

	“Thank god,” said Ramsey, pulling his children closer. “Thank god.”

	Rosie whimpered. “Daddy. You’re squishing.”

	Ethan continued to cry. “I’m scared.”

	A nearby beam crashed from inside the house, and Ramsey heard the sirens screeching from outside. Smoke billowed into the room, and he picked up his kids in his arms. “Follow me, Mom.” He coughed from the smoke but left the room and stepped back into the rubble. Firefighters met him at the front, and he rushed past them and returned to Sarah’s side. He put the kids down, and his mother knelt beside them.

	“Mommy,” said Rosie, who ran over and flung herself on Sarah’s chest before Hannah could gently ease her away. Ethan held onto Ramsey. “It’s okay,” said Ramsey, knowing it wasn’t. “Mommy’s going to be okay.”

	Hannah took Rosie in her arms. “That’s right, honey. Mommy’s hurt but she’ll be okay.”

	Paramedics arrived and dropped beside Sarah. A firefighter approached Ramsey. “Is everyone out of the house?”

	Ramsey surveyed the scene. Everything was chaos. Eve lay unconscious as paramedics treated her. A stunned Gillian sat beside her husband Grayson, who held his arm as blood streaked down his face. Royce, looking pale, kneeled beside Eve. Morgana, her hair askew and her blouse dirty and torn, watched as paramedics loaded Drake onto a stretcher.

	Declan ran over, his relief evident. He spoke to the firefighter. “Everyone’s out.” The fireman nodded and jogged off. Declan squatted. “Thank god. You found them. Ethan. Rosie. You okay?”

	Ramsey rubbed his face, trying to understand. He kept a worried eye on Sarah as paramedics put an oxygen mask on her.

	“How is she?” he asked.

	“My god,” said his mother, shaking her head. “What is happening?”

	He found it hard to speak. Fire engines and police cars lined the street and fire hoses were being pulled from the trucks. Smoke curled into the air from what remained of his home. On the far side of the front yard near the street, a firefighter carried an inert form and laid it next to another on his lawn. For a moment, he couldn’t compute who they were. He stood, staring, wondering who else was hurt, and why weren’t they being treated? He moved to walk closer.

	Declan stepped in front of him. “John, wait. Don’t go over there.”

	Another firefighter carried a blanket which he opened and used to cover the forms. Ramsey kept walking. Declan tried again, and Ramsey saw the tears in his eyes. “Please, John.”

	Ramsey pushed his brother out of the way. Approaching the two unmoving, covered forms, ice cold dread froze his heart, and he felt the blood drain from his face. He reviewed in his mind the people he’d seen on his lawn. He knew who was not accounted for. “No.”

	Royce came up beside him. “There was nothing we could do.”

	Ramsey approached the covered bodies. He fell to his knees. “No. Please no.” He stared, unable to think, knowing it was his best friend Leroy and Olivia. A bloody hand poked out from the covering, and Ramsey recognized Leroy’s wedding ring. Barely able to breathe, he crawled over and pulled back the tarp to reveal his friend’s lifeless face and blank eyes. He touched his friend’s arm. “Leroy?”

	“They were in the kitchen,” said Royce. “It took the brunt of the force.”

	“The dining area was destroyed,” said Declan, his voice shaky. “If we’d been eating inside …”

	“It would have been much worse,” said Royce. He took a stuttering breath. “I’m so sorry.”

	Declan kneeled beside Ramsey but didn’t say anything. Ramsey couldn’t move as every fiber in his being screamed in protest. Leroy. He’d lost Leroy. He shook his head and moaned. Leaning forward, he dropped his head to the ground. He heard a low mewling sound but he couldn’t determine its source. Gripping the grass in his fingers, he rocked back and forth. The whimpering grew, and after a moment, he realized it was coming from him. He pounded at the ground with his fists. Declan’s arm went around him and pulled him close. Ramsey tried to resist, but Declan wouldn’t let go. Relinquishing the effort, he dropped his head into Declan’s neck as Declan held him tighter.

	“I got you,” said Declan, and that’s all it took for Ramsey to dissolve into agonizing tears.

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	Vee pulled up on the scene and parked behind another police car. Firefighters were hosing the house down, but the blaze appeared to be contained. Heavy smoke billowed into the air. She jumped out of the car and approached a fellow officer named Nathan Huxton who appeared to be overseeing the scene.

	“Huxton,” she said. “What happened?”

	A stretcher carrying an unconscious woman covered up to her neck and an oxygen mask on her face was loaded onto a nearby ambulance. A man with a dazed look, his face bandaged and shirt drenched in blood with his arm wrapped in a brace, was also assisted onto the ambulance. A woman with wavy brown hair stood with him.

	Huxton yelled at another officer. “Johnson, make sure we get an accurate count of who was here.” He glanced at Vee. “It’s a mess. Looks like a gas explosion. Multiple injuries. Two dead on the scene. Three critical. They’re lucky though. Could have been worse.”

	“What can I do?”

	“There’s a lot of casualties. I want to be sure everyone’s accounted for. Johnson, as usual, has got his head up his ass. We believe everyone’s out of the house but do me a favor and look around. I don’t want any surprises.”

	Vee nodded. Viewing the area, she saw what Huxton meant. There were several people in various states of shock and injury and two covered forms on the far side of the yard. Assuming the people she could see were all accounted for, she walked toward the back of the charred remains of the home. There were a couple of firefighters in the backyard, directing water into what was left of the structure. Seeing the damage, it was obvious the explosion came from inside and appeared to have blown out most of the rear of the home. Plates, food, and broken glass littered the grass. Bits of furniture, pictures, and other personal belongings, charred and soaked from the water, lay tattered in the yard. Seeing nothing unexpected, she was about to return to the front of the house when she saw movement toward the far end of the wooded lot. It was a man, struggling to stand. He had lighter hair and a lean, muscular frame. Running over to him, she saw him fall on his back into the grass, coughing. She spoke into the microphone on her shoulder. “This is Chappell. I’ve got another victim in the back of the property. Male. Request paramedics.”

	The radio squawked back a confirmation, and she kneeled beside the man. “Stay still. Help is coming.”

	He was pale, despite his bruised face, and he was shaking and continued to cough. “I have to help them. Please. Help me get up.” He grabbed at her arm and pulled her close. “I have to stop him.”

	Vee held his hand. “It’s okay. Police and paramedics are here.”

	“No. That won’t help. It won’t stop him.”

	“Stop who?”

	He grabbed his chest and moaned. “Burke. He’s here. He did this.”

	Vee tried to calm him, assuming he had a possible head injury. “Nobody’s here. You’re safe. We’ll get you to the hospital.”

	“No hospital,” he spoke roughly. “I need my pills.”

	“Pills?” She looked around but didn’t see any pills. “Are you sick? What pills?”

	He struggled to sit up, but she pushed him down. “My ship,” he said. “They’re on the ship.”

	She figured her assumption on the head injury was accurate. “You need to relax. Take it easy. The doctors will get you your pills.”

	He pulled on her arm. “No. Please. Listen. You have to tell them. Burke’s here. He’s coming.” He coughed again. “My ship. The pills are on my ship.”

	Paramedics ran up. “We got him,” said one of them.

	Vee hesitated. Something about this man had her attention. “What ship? Where is this ship?”

	The man blinked several times as if trying to stay conscious. He tried to push the paramedics away but was too weak to be effective. Managing to keep his eyes open, they darted around until he found hers again. His voice was low. “In the woods. Not far.” He winced as the paramedics examined him. “Hidden.” The paramedics put a mask on his face, but he pulled it off. “Landed … last night.”

	“He’s hallucinating,” said a paramedic. “Let’s get him in.”

	Vee stepped back to give them room to work, but the man’s words reverberated in her ears. He’d landed last night? On a ship? She thought back to what she’d seen the previous evening. Lights hovering in the sky and then disappearing behind the tree line, not far from where she was investigating before this call came in. Her mind wandered. Could this man have some connection to that?

	A stretcher arrived, and the paramedics lifted him onto it and wheeled him off. Huxton walked up beside her. “And idea who he is?” he asked. “You get a name?”

	A chill ran through her. “No. No idea.”

	Huxton wrote in a notebook. “Okay. We need statements. They’re taking everyone here to the hospital. I want you to go there and talk to the victims. Find out what happened.”

	She nodded. 

	“See if you can find out who the mystery man is.”

	“Will do.” She stared off into the woods, calculating how far away this property would be from where she’d seen the blinking ship descend the previous night.

	“Earth to VT,” said Huxton. “You there?”

	She ignored the nickname. “I’m on my way.”

	 


Chapter Six

	 

	Royce paced the waiting area. After the chaotic energy of the emergency room, this room was more peaceful, although no less worrisome. They waited to hear about Sarah and Eve, who’d both been wheeled into surgery. The nurse’s station hummed with activity as one nurse talked with an older woman and her apparent husband, and another nurse typed into a laptop while talking into a phone.

	John Ramsey sat in a chair with his head in his hands, and Declan and Hannah sat with him. Hannah sported a large bandage over her left eye and still wore her bloody shirt. Despite Declan’s attempts, she’d refused to go home until she knew Eve and Sarah’s condition. Adam stared out the window into the parking lot. He’d received stitches in his shoulder and wore a green scrub shirt since his other shirt had been cut off in the ER. Gillian was downstairs with Grayson who’d been admitted for observation with a severe concussion, broken ribs, and lacerations to his head and abdomen. Considering he’d been inside the home at the time of the explosion, he’d been lucky it wasn’t worse. Jasper had been wheeled in not long after Sarah and Eve, and Royce checked periodically on his condition, but he’d heard nothing. Drake, having suffered critical injuries, had died soon after arriving at the hospital. Morgana, rattled but stoic, had delivered the news, and once handling the required paperwork and notifying relatives, had left the hospital to convene an emergency Council meeting, although Royce doubted much would come of that. He kicked a chair in frustration.

	Declan walked up beside him. “You okay?”

	Royce’s anger bubbled up. “No, I’m not.”

	“Me either.”

	Royce thought back. “What the hell happened?” He rubbed his eyes and his mind tried to focus. “Did we miss something? How did we not see this coming?”

	“How would we have known? It’s not like Burke’s going to walk in and put a bomb under the coffee table while we’re eating lunch.”

	Royce threw out his hands. “Why didn’t we feel something? With all of us and our capabilities, we should have realized something was off.”

	“That’s a big assumption. Burke’s abilities put us at a disadvantage. He knows what we’re capable of and he worked around it.”

	Royce punched the wall. The nurse and the couple looked over. Royce ignored them. “I don’t accept that. We should have been better prepared.”

	Declan sighed. “Maybe. That’s probably why he waited so long. He wanted us to relax. Let our guard down.”

	“I should have insisted Gillian and Eve leave.”

	“What were you going to do? Force them? They’re as headstrong as you.”

	“I gave in too easily. And now Eve’s fighting for her life and Gillian almost lost her husband.” He bobbed his head at Ramsey, who hadn’t looked up, “and Ramsey’s lost his best friends and almost his entire family.” He groaned and curled his fingers into fists. “Son of a bitch, I’m pissed.”

	Declan nodded. “I know. I wouldn’t mind knocking over some furniture and venting my fury. But blaming ourselves and destroying a few chairs is not going to fix anything. The question is what do we do now?”

	“We find Burke, and we kill him.”

	“I think we’re all on board with that, but first we have to figure out where he is. And don’t forget what Jasper said. Burke didn’t come alone.”

	“Whoever came with him will die too.”

	“How do you plan to do that? We’re not dealing with your random human psychopath. Burke comes with considerable skills. The last thing we need is for someone else to die.”

	Royce heard a grunt and saw Ramsey rub his head before standing and walking over. His eyes were puffy and bloodshot, and he looked like he’d picked a fight with the devil and lost. “I don’t care what it takes. If I have to wrap my hands around Burke’s throat and watch him writhe and take his last gasping breath while I squeeze the life out of him, then I’m going to do it.”

	“John,” Declan held up a hand.

	“Don’t tell me otherwise,” said Ramsey, glaring at Declan. “I want to see him suffer.”

	“You’re not the only one,” said Royce.

	Ramsey closed his eyes and let go of a ragged breath. The man looked like he was barely holding on. “What’s taking so long?” He looked toward the nurse’s station. “Why haven’t we heard anything?”

	“They said it would be a few hours.”

	Hannah joined them. “We should know something soon.” She rubbed Ramsey’s arm. “Why don’t you come back and sit down?”

	Ramsey pulled away. “I don’t want to sit anymore.” He walked away and rubbed his neck.

	Royce took a deep breath and spoke to Ramsey. “I’m sorry about Leroy and Olivia. And Drake. This should have never happened to you and Sarah. They were after me. I should have stayed away.”

	“Don’t do that,” said Hannah.

	Adam turned away from the window. “It’s not your fault. I’m to blame. I led them to the Ramsey’s in the first place.”

	“Both of you stop it,” said Declan. “If we had a crystal ball, then I’d let you take the responsibility. But we don’t. We’re all in this together, and we have been from the start. So, let’s not begin this game of who did what when. It will only tear us apart, which will only make Burke’s job easier.”

	Royce heard their words, but still felt the guilt. He knew how he’d feel if their situations were reversed. “It doesn’t change the fact that they want me,” Royce said. Ramsey didn’t move. “And three people are dead because of that and two others are fighting for their lives. I’ll have to live with that.”

	Ramsey’s only response was to clasp his shaky hands together. Royce was about to say more when a doctor in green sweaty scrubs walked into the room.

	“Eve Fletcher?”

	Adam walked over, and Royce turned. “Yes? That’s us. How is she?”

	The doctor took off his cap. “She’s stable. We’ve managed to repair the damage to the artery in her leg. She lost a lot of blood, but we got to her in time. She’s received transfusions and as long as there’s no other issues and we can keep her away from infection, she should be fine.”

	Adam’s shoulders dropped. “She’s going to be okay?”

	The doctor nodded. “Yes. I think so.”

	The deep constriction in Royce’s chest eased. An unexpected well of emotion bubbled up and he swallowed it back. “When can we see her?”

	“She’ll be in recovery for a couple of hours. As soon as she’s out and we get her settled, we’ll let you know.”

	Declan stepped closer. “There was another woman in surgery. Sarah Ramsey. How is she?”

	Ramsey looked up, his eyes like a child who’s afraid to ask an angry parent for a favor.

	“I’m sorry. I’m not her doctor. But I’m sure the nurses can inquire. If you haven’t heard anything, though, she’s likely still in surgery.”

	Declan nodded, and Ramsey deflated.

	“Thank you, doctor,” said Hannah as the doctor walked away.

	Declan turned and put a hand on Ramsey’s back. “Hang in there. It shouldn’t be much longer.”

	Ramsey walked away and took Adam’s place by the window.

	Royce picked up his phone. “I’m going to tell Gillian and see what I can find out about Jasper.”

	The elevator dinged, and a woman in a police uniform stepped out. He recognized her from the ER a couple of hours before. She’d walked in and sat along with Royce and the others, watching but never approaching them. She had a small physique and short black, wavy hair which framed her large almond eyes. Royce thought briefly of Sarna and paused as the woman walked toward them, holding a small notepad in her hand.

	“Hello. I’m Officer Chappell.” She pulled a badge and showed it to Royce and Declan. Royce studied it and saw her first name was Veronica. “I’m investigating what happened at the Ramsey home.” Her eyes found each of them. “I know this is a difficult time, but I’d like to ask some questions.” She glanced at Ramsey who didn’t move.

	“You’re right Officer Chappell,” said Royce. “This isn’t a good time.” He started to push past her when Declan responded.

	“How can we help, officer?” he asked.

	Royce frowned, but Declan ignored him.

	“We’re a little ragged,” said Hannah, “but we can try and answer your questions.” She took Declan’s hand.

	“Thank you.” Officer Chappell flipped her notepad open. “Can you tell me what happened?”

	“What happened?” asked Royce. “How about we got our asses blown up. I think that’s pretty obvious.”

	Officer Chappell nodded but appeared unfazed by Royce’s outburst.

	“We were having dinner in the backyard,” said Declan.

	“It was a lovely night, so we decided to eat outside,” said Hannah.

	“Then all hell broke loose,” said Adam. “The house exploded.”

	“Killing three of our friends,” said Royce. “And putting two others in surgery.”

	She wrote in her notepad. “Preliminary indications are that this is a gas explosion. Did anyone smell gas prior to the incident?”

	Royce wanted to grab her notepad and rip it to shreds. “Incident? Is that what you call it? And you think this was a gas explosion?”

	She frowned. “You think this was deliberate?”

	Royce stammered, and Declan put a hand on his arm. “We actually don’t know what happened. We’re as in the dark about this as you are. But no, I didn’t smell any gas.”

	“Me either,” said Hannah.

	“I didn’t smell any gas,” said Adam.

	Royce gritted his teeth. “Nor did I,” he answered.

	She tapped her pen on the paper and spoke to Royce. “Any reason why you think this would be deliberate?”

	Royce wanted to yell at her and tell her to pull her head out of a dark place, but he felt the wave from Declan and willed himself to stay cool. “Mainly because I want someone to blame. Someone who I can wrap my—” he curled his fingers.

	“Royce,” warned Declan.

	Royce put his hands down and gritted his teeth. “No. I don’t know why anyone would want to do this.”

	She paused and Royce got the distinct impression she didn’t believe a word he was saying.

	“There was a man on the scene,” she said. “In the backyard. Tall with light hair.”

	“Jasper,” said Royce. “Yes. They’re treating him downstairs.”

	“Jasper,” she repeated, writing in her pad. “Last name?”

	Royce was about to yell at her when Declan answered. “Fiss.”

	She wrote some more. “When I found him, he said something about a man named ‘Burke.’ Said he had to stop him. You know what he’s talking about?”

	Royce went still, as did everyone else. Officer Chappell waited.

	“No,” said Declan.

	“No idea,” said Hannah.

	“Is Jasper a friend of the family?” asked Chappell.

	“He’s my half-brother,” said Royce.

	She wrote some more. “Is he sick?”

	“Excuse me?” asked Royce.

	“His injuries did not look like the result of the explosion. He was coughing and pale. Said he needed his pills.” She watched them as she spoke, as if gauging their reactions. “He said the pills were on his ship, which he’d landed nearby.” She paused, but no one responded. “You know anything about that?”

	Royce just stared, openmouthed.

	“His ship?” said Adam.

	“Yes.”

	“It sounds like he was hit on the head. You sure he didn’t get injured by flying debris?” asked Declan.

	“It didn’t appear that way,” she said.

	“Well, when you’ve got your medical degree, I’m sure your diagnosis will mean something, but until then, please stop taking the ramblings of a sick man seriously,” said Royce.

	“So, he is sick?”

	Royce held eye contact with her. It was rare for most people not to look away from his penetrating gaze, but she didn’t budge.

	“I guess we’ll find out when the real doctors evaluate him.” He narrowed his eyes, and she narrowed hers and pointed toward Ramsey. “Is that Mr. Ramsey?”

	“It is,” said Declan. “But now is not the time to talk with him.”

	“His wife is one of the victims in surgery?”

	“She is,” said Hannah. “We’re still waiting to hear from the doctor.”

	Chappell nodded. “Okay. But I will need to talk to him at some point.”

	“We understand,” said Declan.

	“Anything else?” asked Royce.

	She cocked her head. “You sure you don’t know who this Burke is? Your half-brother seemed very concerned about him. You seemed to think this was intentional. Should we be looking for this man?”

	Royce set his jaw. “I wish I had someone to blame for this. But I can’t help you. I’m sure my half-brother will explain everything when he’s well. You can ask him all about it then,” said Royce.

	“What’s the next step?” asked Declan. “How will they determine the cause of the explosion?”

	“The fire department will do an investigation. They’ll verify if it was accidental.” She looked at Royce. “Or deliberate.”

	Royce crossed his arms.

	“How long will that take?” asked Adam.

	She studied her notes. “Not sure. Maybe a week? Possibly longer. Depends on what they find.”

	“You need anything else from us?” asked Declan.

	“Just your names and contact information, in case I have more questions.”

	“I can get you all of that. Just contact me if you need to reach anyone,” said Declan. He gave her his phone number and email.

	She closed her pad. “That should do for now. I’ll be in touch though. We’ll likely have more questions when we learn more about what happened. And I’d like to talk to Jasper again, when he’s better.”

	“I’m sure that can be arranged,” said Royce, arms still crossed. He wasn’t sure if he admired the woman or hated her.

	She bobbed her head toward Ramsey. “Please offer my condolences. I understand he lost close friends.”

	“We all lost close friends,” said Declan. “It is devastating.”

	“Of course,” she said. “My condolences to all of you.” She put her pad in her pocket. “Thank you for your time.” She turned and walked toward the elevator.

	Once she was gone, they huddled together. Adam grimaced. “Shit.”

	“That’s a fair assessment,” said Declan.

	Royce squinted. “What’s the problem? She knows nothing.”

	“Burke? She knows about Burke.” said Adam. “And Jasper’s ship.”

	“From the ravings of a sick man. She’ll be laughed off the force if she takes it seriously,” said Royce.

	“And they’ll learn soon enough it wasn’t a gas explosion,” said Hannah.

	“Maybe. Maybe not. We don’t know how this happened,” said Declan. “For all we know it was a gas explosion, or Burke made it look like one.”

	“You and I both know this wasn’t because of any gas, and Burke’s not going to care how it looks,” said Royce.

	“What does it matter?” asked Hannah. “Even if they learn it was deliberate, they’ll never find Burke. Our bigger concern is keeping him from finishing the job.”

	“There’s another concern,” said Adam. “Did you hear what she said about Jasper?”

	“Yes,” said Royce. “His pills. He needs his pills.” He recalled Jasper’s last visit with Sarna. As Red-Lines from Eudora, they require pills in order to survive the harsh frequencies of Earth.

	“He said they were on his ship,” said Adam.

	“Hell,” said Royce. “Any idea how we’re going to find that?”

	“Especially if he cloaked it,” said Adam.

	“Well, we better figure it out,” said Royce. “Or we’re going to have a fourth victim on our hands.”

	Another doctor appeared, taller and heavier than the first. “Sarah Ramsey?”

	Ramsey turned and walked briskly over, his face pale. “Yes. She’s my wife. How is she?”

	“She’s doing well. We removed the shard from her abdomen, as well as some other shrapnel. She’s very lucky. The shard missed her vital organs. She’s lost blood, and we’ll have to keep an eye out for infection, but I’d say her prognosis is good.”

	The energy in the room lifted ten-fold, and Royce let out a relieved breath. Ramsey bent over and put his hands on his knees. “Thank god,” Royce heard him say.

	Declan put a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “That’s great news, doctor.”

	“She’s a tough lady. I’d swear she’s got some supernatural powers. She soared through the surgery with flying colors.”

	Ramsey managed to stand upright. Some color had returned to his face. “That’s my wife.”

	“As soon as she’s out of recovery, we’ll let you see her. Shouldn’t be long.”

	Ramsey rubbed his face and moaned. “Thanks, doc. I appreciate it.”

	The doctor reached out and shook Ramsey’s hand. “You’re very welcome. I’m glad I could deliver good news.”

	Ramsey’s eyes turned watery. “Me too. Me too.”

	The doctor dropped his hand, nodded, and walked back into the surgical area. Royce surveyed the group, happy to know that Sarah and Eve would pull through.

	“They’re going to be okay,” said Adam. “Thank god.” He sat and hung his head.

	Ramsey stared off, as if not quite sure what to do next. After a few seconds, he wiped his eyes and composed himself. “Declan?” he said.

	“Yes?”

	“Morgana is holding that Council meeting?”

	Declan scrunched his face. He glanced at Royce. “Yes.”

	“When?”

	“I don’t know.” He looked at his watch. “It’s probably going on right now.”

	“Come on. Let’s go,” said Ramsey.

	“Go where?” asked Declan.

	“To the meeting.” Ramsey straightened, looking more clear-headed and determined, and headed toward the elevator. “We need to talk to them.”

	“I’m going with you,” said Royce, following Ramsey.

	“What about me?” asked Adam.

	Royce turned. “You keep an eye on Eve and Jasper. See if you can find out where Jasper landed that ship. I’ll call Gillian and tell her what’s going on.”

	“Hannah,” said Ramsey. “You let me know when I can see Sarah?”

	Hannah nodded. “As soon as I hear something so will you.”

	Declan kissed his wife. “I’ll be back soon.” He pointed at her. “Take it easy.”

	“I will.”

	Royce got on the elevator with Ramsey and Declan. “What happens when we get there?”

	Ramsey aimed a hard stare at the elevator doors. “We figure out how to find Burke, and we kill him.”

	Royce couldn’t help but smile.

	 


Chapter Seven

	 

	“Sit down, Daphne. This is not the time for histrionics. We have enough to deal with as it is.” Morgana sat forward in her seat and gripped the armrests on her chair. Usually known for her steely gaze, brutal honesty, and unflappable composure, she felt the latter begin to slip. She made a sizeable effort to take a slow breath and regain control. It had been a long day, and it didn’t look to be ending anytime soon.

	She’d debated calling this meeting so late, but considering the circumstances, she knew she wouldn’t be sleeping and she doubted anyone else would either. This attack upon her people had been shocking and brutal, and taking the time to sleep seemed ill-advised. They had to determine a course of action. The sooner, the better.

	She thought briefly of Drake and the heaviness in her chest threatened to overtake her. It was times like these that she’d relied on him as a sounding board. As the head of the Council, it was not always wise to say what she truly thought, but she could with Drake, trusting him to keep her secrets. Drake, who’d served on the Council almost as long as Morgana, had the reputation of being a hothead and acting first before thinking, but she’d known him to be the opposite. His wisdom and forethought had prevented her from making a few rash decisions. If anything, she was the hothead, she was only better at hiding it.

	She studied the ebony tabletop and wished he was there. Despite his reputation, Drake’s ability to sense the energy of the Council members and somehow speak the words that brought them back to the point were needed right now. Plus, he was a great friend and good man. A lump welled in her throat. 

	“Morgana? You all right?”

	She glanced up to see Randolph studying her with worried eyes. His thinning silver hair glimmered in the light, and he wore a dress shirt and pants despite the lateness of the hour. She straightened her shoulders and took a deep breath. “I’ve been better, but now is not the time for emotion.”

	“How can it not be?” asked Estelle, dressed less formally in a sweatshirt and jeans and her graying hair pulled back in a bun. “We’ve lost Drake. And Sampson Leroy and his wife. How can we not be emotional about that?”

	“I for one think this meeting should be ended and reconvened at a later time. It’s close to midnight for heaven’s sake,” said Daphne, checking her watch. Her dyed black hair and heavy make-up and jewelry appeared garish compared to the others, but Daphne was never seen without them. “I find it hard to believe we all agreed to this. Out of respect for the dead, we should be mourning them, not conducting business.”

	Morgana placed her hands on the table and stood, leaning over. Her composure was crumbling fast. God, she missed Drake. “It is exactly because of their deaths that we are meeting. If you’d like to go home and mourn for them please do, but we cannot sit here and twiddle our thumbs and hope there isn’t another attack. We waste precious time and risk losing others. Sitting around and doing nothing could have devastating consequences.” She narrowed her cold stare at Daphne. “We’ve lost three of our own. I was there when it happened. This was an orchestrated attack designed to cripple, confuse and frighten us. And I fear more is coming.”

	Daphne did not avert her eyes. “And what exactly do you suggest we do? We don’t know who did this. We have only the ramblings of a man we don’t know who says he flew in from Eudora. Whose only connection to us is through Royce Fletcher, who is supposedly the next High Child of a planet we’ve never been to and will likely never go to. How do we know what’s real? You trust Ramsey and the Fletchers, but what do you really know about any of them? How do you know they’re not the cause of all this? Maybe this supposed ‘High Child’ is making a play for power here and is using this madness to do it?”

	Morgana stood motionless, her mouth open.

	Anderson, one of the older members who was expected to retire soon, spoke. “Have you gone completely senile?” Despite his frail appearance, he exuded a quiet strength.

	Daphne crossed her arms. “Not at all, Anderson, but I’m beginning to think the rest of you have.” She huffed. “We all know the Ramsey’s, but you have placed too much trust in the Fletchers. We were living a peaceful existence until they came along. If you ask me, I say we banish the lot of them.”

	A wave of heat traveled up Morgana’s back and neck. This would have been the time Drake would have said something scathing, diverting attention, and allowing Morgana time to think. But Morgana didn’t have that luxury anymore. “Are you really this stupid? Or has all that time in the sun impaired your brain function?”

	Daphne leaned forward, her eyes narrowed. “This is a spray tan. I don’t spend time in the sun.”

	Morgana straightened. “Then maybe you need to get outside more. Maybe get to know your fellow Grays and Reds. Because if anyone doesn’t belong around here, it’s you.”

	The room went quiet. After a few seconds, Anderson cleared his throat. “Perhaps we need to take a short break until calmer heads prevail.”

	Daphne stood. “All I’m saying is what you are all afraid to voice.” She raised a hand. “If someone is truly after us, they don’t want anyone in this room. They want the Fletchers, and maybe the Ramseys too, now that they’re all buddy-buddy. So, I’ll say what you won’t. You want to stay safe, then let this Burke, if he really exists, have them. Banish them. Then we can all get back to what we were doing. If this man is as bad as you say he is, then that’s our only course of action. If we choose to fight and defend, then we lose. We can’t defeat this man and you know it. And if he doesn’t exist, and the Fletchers are the true enemy, then we’ve taken care of that threat as well.” She furrowed her brow at the surprised faces. “You know what I’m saying makes sense. And if it doesn’t, then you’re risking the lives of everyone here, and possibly your family’s lives too.” She smacked her hand on the table. “And if any of us dies, I won’t be held responsible.” She glanced at Morgana. “Will you?”

	Morgana opened her mouth to speak, but no words emerged. She had no idea how to appeal to a madwoman. She tried to think, but before she could answer, the doors to the room burst open and Ramsey, Declan, and Royce stomped into the room, a flustered Jenkins behind them.

	“I’m sorry ma’am,” said her personal assistant. “I tried to announce them.” Jenkins glared at the men.

	“We don’t have time for announcements, Jenkins,” said Ramsey. “My wife almost died and my best friend is dead. I think you telling everyone ‘We’re here’ is pointless. Don’t you?”

	Jenkins breathed hard, and his face went red.

	“It’s okay. Jenkins,” said Morgana. “Let it be. It’s been a difficult day.”

	Jenkins deflated a bit and finally offered Morgana a nod and Ramsey another glare before leaving the room.

	Morgana sat, glad for the diversion. “How are Sarah and Eve?”

	The mention of their loved ones seemed to take some of the ire from them. “They’re both going to be fine,” said Royce.

	“Thank god,” said Randolph. “I’m sorry about Leroy and Olivia, Ramsey. I know how close you were to them.”

	Ramsey went still, but then just as quickly responded, his voice gruff. “Thank you. I appreciate that.” He cleared his throat. “But that’s not what we came here to talk about.”

	Daphne, still standing, faced them. “Do tell. I can only imagine.”

	Royce tensed. “Daphne, if I recall?”

	“Yes,” she answered.

	Ramsey recalled his encounters with Daphne in the past. “Have I ever told you you’re my least favorite Council person?” asked Ramsey, his voice unwavering.

	She squinted.

	“I’ve never liked you either,” said Royce. “So why don’t you sit down.” His ominous tone left nothing to speculation.

	Daphne hesitated, but finally relented and sat. Morgana sat too, glad to have a moment to think. “So, gentlemen. What’s on your minds?”

	Ramsey cocked his head. “What’s on our minds?”

	“I think you know,” said Declan.

	Morgana rubbed the bridge of her nose, wishing she had some aspirin. “Take a seat. I wish I could tell you we’ve made some progress.”

	“I don’t need a chair. I need answers,” said Royce. “We need to find Burke.”

	“We realize that,” said Randolph. “Any idea how?”

	“What exactly does he want?” asked Benjamin. Sitting back, his large belly strained the buttons on his bright yellow Hawaiian shirt. “Maybe that will help us figure out what to do next.”

	“He wants the Fletchers,” said Daphne. She tapped at the table. “The High Children.”

	“I don’t think it’s that simple anymore,” said Declan. “That may have been his original intent when he came the first time, but he failed and now believes we’ve slighted him. He’s holding a grudge. And if he takes out a few others along with the Fletchers, then even better.”

	“He wants to make us pay,” said Ramsey. “We aided in his defeat before, and he’s taking it personally.” He started to pace. “He didn’t succeed, but he’ll be back to finish the job.” He stopped and clutched the side of a chair. “And we need to be ready. We can’t let him hurt anyone else.”

	Daphne shifted in her seat. “And what exactly would you have us do? Throw a party and invite him over?” She tapped her finger again. “Perhaps this is more of a ‘you’ problem than a ‘we’ problem. None of us are on the target list.”

	Royce set his jaw. “Not yet, at least. But perhaps that could be changed.”

	Morgana raised her brow. “It could be just as simple as that.”

	“What, throwing Daphne to the wolves? Works for me,” said Ramsey.

	“No,” said Morgana. “Giving him a reason to come to us.” She sat back, thinking.

	Talbot, one of the newer and younger members of the Council, spoke. “What are you thinking? Using them as bait?” His salt and pepper hair was slightly out of place as if he’d jumped out of bed the moment the meeting had been called.

	“My sisters will not be bait,” said Royce.

	“Think about it, Royce,” said Morgana, standing from her chair. Pushing a fallen tendril of hair behind her ear, she walked over to a smaller table which held a silver teapot, teabags, and ceramic cups. No one had touched it, but she took a moment to pour herself some tea. “He wants you and your family, and he went after the Ramsey’s as well, plus we’ve lost a member of the Council. This was an attack against all of us, whether some of us want to believe that or not.” Holding her cup, she glanced at Daphne, who smirked. “He didn’t finish the job. He’ll be back. We give him an opportunity to show his hand and hope he takes it.”

	Declan stepped forward. “All due respect, Morgana, he’s not stupid. Us throwing a gathering and hoping he attends seems obvious. He’ll know. He’s not going to waltz in here and ask for tea.”

	“And even if he did, how do we get rid of him?” asked Ramsey. “We’ll still be at a disadvantage. Wondering when, how, or if he’ll strike. We still have to determine how to take him down.”

	“And I don’t like putting my family, or anyone else’s at risk again,” said Royce. “We’ve been through enough.”

	“Perhaps there’s a better way?” Talbot stood and walked to the table beside Morgana, reaching for the teapot. He rifled through the tea bags. “No Earl Grey?”

	Morgana removed her teabag and placed it on the saucer. “No.” Talbot, since his induction into the Council, had demonstrated a reserved and laid-back demeanor, but when he’d offered his advice, it had always been sound and wise.

	“Pity.” He made his tea.

	“What are you thinking, Talbot?” asked Ben.

	 Talbot turned toward the group. “Based on what I’ve heard about this man, I think we’re overthinking it.”

	“What do you mean?” asked Ramsey.

	“He’s egotistical, arrogant, and used to getting what he wants. When he came here before, he planned for an easy job. It wasn’t. The Fletchers and a band of Grays handed him a defeat. He went home with nothing. Now he’s back. He waited for us to let our guard down and tried again. He’s dealt us a severe blow, but he still didn’t succeed. His ego will tell him that we are weakened and afraid. He’ll expect us to cower. We need to let him believe that. In short, we need to turn the tables. Make him feel confident again. Let him get comfortable.” He bobbed his teabag in his teacup.

	“And how do you propose we do that?” asked Declan.

	“We do what Morgana proposes. We throw a party. Only we don’t wait to see if he comes. We invite him personally.”

	A hush settled over the room. 

	“And when he does, we cower?” asked Morgana.

	“I won’t be cowering,” said Royce.

	“You miss the point,” said Talbot. “We defer to his ego. Make him feel in control. Give him exactly what he needs. Fear, sadness, desperation. He’ll eat it up, bask in it. He’ll still plan to finish his task of course, but we’ll act before he can.”

	The room went quiet again.

	“Act? Act how? That’s still the question,” said Declan.

	Talbot took a sip of his tea. “You want to tell them Morgana, or should I?”

	Morgana held her cup, studying it before placing it back on the table.

	“Tell us what?” asked Daphne.

	Morgana paused. “There is a way to defeat him,” she said. She put her hands on the back of her chair.

	“How?” asked Ramsey. “Are we finally going to hear what this plan of yours is?”

	Morgana thought back, wondering what to say. In her experience, directness was the best approach. “Thillium.”

	“Thillium?” asked Randolph. “What’s Thillium?”

	“Thillium is a poison,” said Talbot. “Extremely toxic to Red-Lines, and not so great for Gray-Lines either. It affects the nervous system and shuts down vital organs, including the heart and lungs. Muscles seize up, and nerve endings fire off all at once as the body shuts down. It is a particularly painful way to die.”

	“I’ve heard of it,” said Anderson. “In my studies of our history, it was a potent plant grown on Eudora, but extremely rare. But if I remember correctly, like any other drug, it was an illegal substance for obvious reasons.” He scratched his head. “But that plant does not exist here. And even if it did, it wouldn’t survive. It’s just as sensitive as the Red-Lines it kills. Where could you possibly find a source?”

	Morgana looked at Talbot, who took a sip of his tea. “The serum.”

	“What serum?” asked Randolph.

	Ramsey stilled. “Not that serum?”

	Declan narrowed his eyes and straightened. “You’re kidding. You didn’t destroy it?”

	Royce shook his head. “Would somebody tell me what you’re talking about? What serum?”

	“We told you about it,” said Ramsey. “It’s the serum that was sent from Eudora to destroy us decades ago. The one that Varalika died for and ultimately resulted in Sarah’s birth and her role as part Red, part human.” He looked at Morgana. “That serum was supposed to have been destroyed.”

	“You told us it was,” said Daphne. “You and Drake said it was taken care of.” She frowned and gripped her fingers together. “Did you lie to us?”

	“Not completely,” said Morgana. “Most of it was.”

	“Most of it?” asked Estelle. “Morgana, what is going on here? Why keep it? Why lie?”

	“Why destroy all of it?” asked Talbot. “By keeping some, they were able to study it. Find out exactly what was in it. Maybe learn something from it.”

	“And how do you know about it?” asked Randolph.

	“My company did the studies. Covertly, of course. We saved one canister. The rest was dumped. And now it is safely stored in a very private vault. It is very secure.”

	“I can’t believe you didn’t tell us this,” said Daphne. “This goes against every rule we have. You should be stripped of your position. I move we banish Morgana from these proceedings. She can’t be trusted.”

	“Oh, do shut up, Daphne,” said Ben. “We can talk about rules later. Now that we know we have it, the question becomes what can we do with it. Are you saying there’s Thillium in the serum?”

	“Loads of it,” said Talbot. “One sip is all it will take.”

	Everyone quieted as the idea sunk in. Ramsey was the first to speak. “So we bring Burke in, make him feel superior, cower before him, let him think he has the upper hand, slip him the poison, and he drinks it and dies. That’s the plan?”

	Morgana added some cream to her tea. “Precisely.”

	 


Chapter Eight

	 

	Hannah sat beside the hospital bed, watching Sarah take slow and steady breaths. Her friend had been moved out of recovery thirty minutes earlier and was settled into a private room. Eve had been moved also and was on the same floor only two doors down. Hannah had notified Ramsey, and he was on his way back to the hospital after an apparently interesting Council meeting. Declan had told her he would explain when he saw her. She’d also informed Charlotte, Ramsey’s mother, who’d taken Ethan and Rosie to her house. She’d been relieved to hear her daughter-in-law would be fine and planned to bring the kids up to the hospital the next day.

	She yawned and looked at the clock. It was almost 1 a.m. Her head throbbed. Her doctor, after giving her twenty stitches in her forehead, had told her to go home and rest, but she couldn’t do that until she knew everyone was okay. Visiting hours had ended at 8 p.m., but Hannah, being a nurse herself, had some sway at the hospital, and the night staff had made some exceptions for her, Gillian, and Adam. Gillian was staying in Grayson’s room, and Adam was sitting with Eve.

	Hannah eyed the couch and debated lying down on it when Gillian poked her head into the room. “You awake?”

	Hannah nodded her weary head. “Yes. Apparently so are you.”

	Gillian entered the room and sat in an empty chair. “Can’t sleep.”

	“It’s a hospital. Nobody sleeps well in a hospital. Including the patients.” She noted Gillian’s heavy lids. “Why don’t you go to our place? Declan and I have a guest room. Get some shut eye.”

	Gillian shook her head. “I can’t. I need to be sure Grayson is okay. That concussion of his is severe. They keep waking him to check on him. He barely remembers his name.” She observed Sarah. “How is she?”

	“Seems fine. Doctor said she came around briefly in recovery, but she’s been out since.” She pulled the sheet up higher on Sarah. “How’s Eve?”

	“About the same. Adam’s with her. Won’t leave her side.” She sighed. “Royce should be here soon.”

	Hannah rubbed her eyes. “They must be exhausted.”

	“We all are. It’s been a hellacious day.”

	“To say the least.”

	Adam poked his head into the room. “Hey.”

	“Hey, Adam,” said Hannah. “Come in.”

	Adam, his hair disheveled and his scrub shirt wrinkled, entered and sat on the couch.

	“How are you? How’s your arm?” asked Gillian.

	“Never mind me. I’m fine. It’s Eve, Sarah, and Jasper I’m worried about.”

	Hannah turned in her seat. “Jasper? How awful of me. I forgot. Declan told me he’d appeared right before the explosion. How is he?”

	“Out of it. Rambling.” He sighed. “Which may be a good thing for us. He keeps talking about his ship and his pills. Doctors think he’s hallucinating. But we know otherwise.”

	“His pills,” said Gillian. “He needs them to survive. I remember Royce telling me about that the last time Jasper visited. Do we know where they are?”

	“If we could find his ship that would help.”

	“He arrived injured, didn’t he?” asked Hannah.

	Adam leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. “Everything happened so fast, I don’t recall if he was injured, or just sick, although he did have a black eye. He’s got contusions and broken ribs, but I don’t know if that’s due to the explosion or something else. All I know is if we don’t get those pills, he won’t make it long.”

	Hannah glanced at Sarah. “What if she comes around? Could she help him? Heal him?”

	Adam paused. “It couldn’t hurt. I don’t know how long-term it would be, but it might stabilize him and keep him going long enough till we can locate the ship.”

	“Did the doctors say when to expect her to gain consciousness?” asked Gillian.

	“She’ll likely sleep through the night,” said Hannah. “Maybe if she’s awake tomorrow and strong enough, we could find an excuse to wheel her into Jasper’s room.” She touched her bandage, wishing she could scratch her stitches. “How much longer can Jasper hold out?”

	“I’d say within forty-eight hours, he’ll start to decline rapidly. Let’s hope Sarah comes around before then.”

	“That should be plenty of time,” said Gillian. “If we could get Eve up, she could help too. If we know the vicinity of where to look, she could probably locate the craft.”

	“How so?” asked Hannah. Declan had told her about Eve’s abilities. “By communicating with the animals?”

	“Yes, and with the Earth,” said Gillian.

	“The Earth?” asked Hannah.

	“She doesn’t do it often, but when she does it’s impressive. When we were younger and after our Shifts occurred, there was a lost dog in the neighborhood. It belonged to a friend of Eve’s and she was distraught. After getting more information, Eve went to the area where the dog had disappeared. It was a few wooded acres and she literally placed her palms on the trees and on the ground. She touched rocks and roots, and before we knew it, she’d located the dog in an old sewer drain. I was amazed. I think she was too. She might be able to do that with Jasper’s ship.”

	Adam checked the clock. “Well, let’s hope time doesn’t run out. We’re cutting it pretty close as it is.”

	“Time is running short, isn’t it?” said a male voice.

	They all turned. A man stood at the door to the room. He was tall with black hair pulled back into a pony tail. His jaw was shadowed, and his facial features were sharp and edged, much like his physique. 

	Hannah didn’t recognize him, but Adam stood from the couch. “What are you doing here? Get out.”

	Hannah and Gillian stood. “Who are you?” asked Gillian.

	The man smirked.

	“It’s Burke,” said Adam.

	Ice cold hit Hannah in her chest. She didn’t know if it was from fear or from the energy the man exuded. “What do you want?” she asked. She thought of Declan, wondering when he would arrive.

	Burke put his hands in his pockets. “Just checking in on the patients. Seeing how everyone is doing.” He shrugged. “Sorry to hear about Leroy and his wife. Oh, and Drake too.”

	“Son of a bitch,” said Adam. He stepped closer, putting himself in front of Hannah and Gillian. “If we weren’t in a hospital right now …”

	He smirked. “You’d what? Hurt me?” He took a few steps into the room and walked right up to Adam. Adam didn’t budge. “What you fail to understand is while you hold back because of where you are, I have no such reservations.”

	Adam sucked in a breath and doubled over as if someone punched him in the gut. He dropped to his knees and gasped for air.

	“Adam,” said Gillian, dropping beside him. “Stop it. Leave him alone.”

	Hannah held her ground. She’d never been one to cower. “Is that what you like? Bullying others? Hurting people you don’t even know? There were children in that house.”

	Burke stopped staring at Adam and offered Hannah a malicious smile. Hannah heard Adam let out a breath.

	“You’re a feisty one,” said Burke. “For a Gray.” He glanced at Sarah in the bed. “You’re Declan’s mate?”

	“You didn’t answer the question,” said Hannah.

	He grinned. “Pity she was hurt,” he said, watching Sarah. “She would have made an excellent gift to our new leader. Roma would have taken great interest in her.” He sighed. “I wouldn’t have minded having her around either. Perhaps Roma would have given her to me as a gift.”

	Gillian stood. Adam had uncurled, as if the pain had subsided, but he held his belly.

	“You’ve done enough damage,” said Gillian. “Leave us alone.”

	Burke grinned. “One of the High Children. I was aiming for you too, plus that annoying brother of yours. Poor Eve, though. She’s vulnerable right now. It would be so easy to walk down to her room …”

	Adam grunted and attempted to stand, but an unseen force shoved him backward and he hit the wall hard. Air whooshed out of him and he gripped his stomach again.

	“Stop it,” said Gillian.

	Hannah didn’t move, unsure of what to do next. “You came here to finish the job? You plan on killing us?”

	Burke took his hands out of his pockets and folded his arms. “It’s tempting. But no. Not yet. Right now, I have a message. For Ramsey and Royce. I need information. Royce knows something and his presence has been requested. I don’t like it. I’d rather just kill him. That was my plan. But, like everyone else, I take orders from another. So, if he cooperates, maybe I’ll spare his sisters. And if Ramsey doesn’t intervene, maybe I won’t take his family from him.”

	Hannah dropped her jaw. “Take his family? What do you want with Ramsey? He’s done nothing to you.”

	“He’s a Gray who lacks respect. What other reason do I need?”

	“Royce will never agree to help you,” said Gillian.

	Burke’s eyes roamed over Gillian. “I doubt that.”

	Gillian grimaced and gripped her head. Hannah heard her moan.

	Burke spoke to Hannah. “You tell them what I said. Royce’s cooperation and Ramsey’s acquiescence, or I finish the job I came here to do. Can you tell them that for me, Hannah?” He reached out, and Hannah made a defiant effort not to move. He touched her long hair and trailed it through his fingers. A shiver went down her spine. “How did these Grays attract such desirable mates? Where I come from, they’d be working the fields and you’d belong to a Red.”

	Hannah’s insides curdled. “I’ll tell them.” She glanced at Gillian and Adam, both still in pain. “Now let them go.”

	He dropped his hand, his smile still on his face. “I like you Hannah.”

	Gillian and Adam relaxed. Adam began to uncurl, and Gillian straightened, holding her head, but her face was pale.

	Burke turned and walked to the door. Looking back, he said, “I’ll be in touch.” And he was gone.

	 


Chapter Nine

	 

	Royce cracked his eyes open. Someone was nudging him. He blinked, trying to remember where he was, and grimaced when an ache traveled down his stiff back. Everything seemed muffled and he shook his head.

	“Royce, you awake?”

	His sister Gillian’s face came into view. Along with that came the memories of the previous day. He instantly sat up, his back protesting. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

	“Did you sleep here all night?” She waved at the waiting room.

	Assessing there was no immediate threat, Royce relaxed and stretched. His shoulders were tight and his neck hurt. “Yes.”

	“What for? Ramsey told you there was plenty of space at his mom’s.”

	He sat straighter, his foggy brain slowly clearing, and he recalled returning to the hospital. They’d heard of Burke’s visit and his assault on Adam and Gillian, and his threats. Royce had almost put his fist through the wall. The man had threatened his family again and Royce hadn’t been there. Ramsey and Declan were equally as angry. Declan had immediately arranged for security at Eve’s and Sarah’s doors, not that they’d be able to stop Burke, but they had to do something.

	“I’m not leaving. If that bastard Burke shows his face again, I’m going to be here.” He rubbed his face. “How’s Grayson?”

	Gillian sat beside him. “Sleeping comfortably. They may release him later today.”

	“Good.”

	Gillian sighed. “You can’t slay all the dragons you know. We talked about this last night. After what was discussed at your Council meeting, this situation could benefit us.”

	“That man being around you or Eve benefits no one. Until he’s subdued, none of us are safe.” He massaged his neck. “What time is it?”

	“Eight o’clock. I can’t believe you slept in these chairs.”

	“I can’t believe I slept.”

	“You were exhausted. We all were.”

	“Ramsey go home?”

	“Once Declan’s security arrived, he went to his mom’s. He wanted to be there when the kids woke up. Declan and Hannah went home too. They’ll all be back soon.”

	“Adam?”

	“He stayed with Eve.”

	“Fool should have gone with Declan and Hannah.”

	“Sounds like someone I know.”

	Royce ticked his brow up at his sister. She raised her brow back at him.

	“How’s Jasper?”

	“Not good. We need to get those pills.”

	“I know.” He stood and arched his back.

	“Where are you going?”

	“I want to check on Eve. And Jasper. Make sure they’re okay. Then I need some coffee. And some food. Declan’s security still here? They stay all night?”

	“They did. Declan says they’re two of his best.” She stood beside him. “So, what are you going to do about Burke? About his threat?”

	“We’ll talk about it more when Ramsey and Declan get here. But let’s just say I won’t be telling Burke anything.” He stepped closer. “And he won’t be touching you or Eve.”

	She aimed a worried gaze at him. “You’re not going to do anything stupid are you? I mean, I know you want to lure him in, but he’s still a dangerous man. I know you worry about us, but we worry about you too.” She grabbed his forearm and squeezed it. “I need you to be around.” She paused, her brow wrinkling. “My child needs his uncle.”

	Royce stilled. “Your what?”

	“You heard me.”

	His mouth slowly opened. “Are you pregnant?”

	Her lips curled up and she nodded. “I am. Three months. Gray and I were going to say something at dinner, but, well, that didn’t happen.”

	Royce shook his head, trying to absorb the news. “I’m going to be an uncle?”

	Her smile grew. “Yes.”

	Stepping forward, he wrapped an arm around her waist and lifted her, twirling her around.

	She squealed. “Put me down.”

	He set her on the ground and gave her a hug. “Congratulations, Gilli. I’m so happy for you.” Pulling back, he saw the tears in her eyes. “What’s wrong?”

	She blinked. “It’s just … all this. The explosion. Sarah and Eve. Leroy and Olivia.” She wiped an eye. “So many mixed emotions. It’s hard to express joy in the midst of such tragedy.”

	He squeezed her shoulder. “I’m just glad you’re okay. You are okay, right? The doctors checked you out?”

	She nodded. “I’m fine. The baby’s fine.”

	“Then that’s all that matters. I know what’s happened is hard to process, but we’ll get through it. I’m going to be damn sure of that. That little bundle of joy will be born safe and secure. I promise you.” He wished he knew how to make her feel better, but words seemed to fall short. “Does Eve know?”

	“No. You’re the first.”

	“She’s going to be ecstatic.”

	The tears threatened again. “I’m just glad she’s alive. When she was hurt, I thought …” She sniffed.

	“I know. It was terrifying.”

	She raised her hand. “Sorry. My emotions are all over the place.”

	He put an arm around her and pulled her close. “Come on. Let’s go check on Evie. Maybe if we’re lucky, she’ll be awake and we can tell her the news. And if not, I’ll buy you a cup of coffee.”

	“Decaf for me.” She sniffed again. “That’s a deal.”

	Royce followed her out the door, thinking of Burke and his threats, and of Gillian’s pregnancy, and what could have happened. Inwardly, his belly clenched and his chest tightened. If Burke showed his face again, nothing would stop Royce from ripping the man’s throat out.

	 

	**

	 

	Two hours later, they all sat in the commissary, most with a cup of coffee in hand. Ramsey studied the group, noting they all looked as tired as he felt. None of them had slept well. He’d made it to his mom’s around 2:30 a.m. and had returned to the hospital by eight. He’d been there to see the kids in the morning and reassure them that mommy would be home soon. His mom wanted to bring them to the hospital to visit, but Ramsey told her no. After what had happened with Burke, he wanted them as far from danger as possible. He wondered if he should send them away.

	“I thought they’d be awake by now,” said Hannah. “The doctors don’t see anything abnormal.”

	Declan stabbed at the eggs he’d ordered. “You think it’s because they’re Reds? Maybe they need more time.”

	“Maybe.” Hannah sighed. “I guess I shouldn’t be so impatient. They probably just need rest.”

	“I saw the day nurse this morning,” said Gillian. “She said their vitals were normal. Nothing unusual.”

	“I wish they’d wake up too. I’d love to talk to my wife.” Ramsey shoved his plate back. He’d ordered a bagel and cream cheese, but he’d only taken a few bites. “I want to talk to her.”

	“You’re not the only impatient one, Hannah,” said Gillian. “But if they don’t wake soon, we have to think about Jasper.”

	Royce grunted and sipped on his third helping of coffee. “I wish there was some way to figure out where he may have landed.”

	“How’s he doing?” asked Ramsey.

	“He slept last night,” said Gillian. “But his fever’s up and he’s still rambling. Doctors think he has a virus of some sort. They’re giving him antibiotics.”

	Ramsey groaned. “Lot of good that’s going to do.” He leaned forward and stretched his shoulders. “Does he have protection too?”

	“Yes,” said Declan. “I’ve got Jones at his door. Good man. Mary will take the day shift for Sarah and Tyler for Eve.”

	“They know what they’re doing?” asked Royce.

	“They do,” said Declan. “One glimpse of Burke, and I’ll know.” He raised his phone.

	“You think he’ll come back?” asked Adam, raising his head. He’d been sitting at the corner of the table, his head on his folded arms. Ramsey thought he’d been dozing.

	“He said he would,” said Hannah. “Said he’d be in touch.”

	“What does that mean, though?” asked Adam. “He’ll come back here? He’ll invite us to the local bar for a drink?”

	“I don’t know, but maybe we should discuss that,” said Ramsey, thinking of Sarah and wishing he could see her beautiful eyes. The last thing he wanted to do was discuss Burke. Between Leroy and Sarah, it was all he could do to keep his thoughts straight.

	“You mean the Council’s plan to poison him?” asked Hannah, lowering her voice. “I can’t believe Morgana and Drake kept that serum.”

	“It was smart. Without it, we’d have nothing to use against Burke,” said Declan. He observed the room. “Let’s all keep our voices down.”

	Ramsey checked the area. It was quiet, save for a family a few tables away and a few patrons getting coffee. No one sat nearby. “We’re okay.”

	“So how do we get him to drink it?” asked Adam.

	“The man wants to talk to me,” said Royce. “The logical answer would be to use me to get to him.”

	“No,” said Gillian. “I don’t like that. It puts you at too much risk.”

	Royce patted her wrist. “I understand your worry, but we’re all at risk already. If he wants to barter, then let’s barter. When he gets in touch, then we find a way to bring him in. Meet with him.”

	“We could use the Council. Tell him to come to a meeting,” said Adam.

	“No. Too many loose ends. That loon Daphne being one of them,” said Ramsey. He picked at his bagel, debating taking a bite.

	“We need some place smaller. Some place where Burke won’t feel threatened,” said Declan.

	“He won’t feel threatened no matter where he is,” said Adam. “The man has an ego bigger than this hospital. The Council meeting might feed that, make him feel important that they’re all gathered because of him.”

	“True, but Ramsey’s right. Daphne’s a loose cannon. I don’t trust her,” said Royce. He stared at his empty cup. “I need some more coffee.”

	Declan stood. “I’ll get you some. I need more too. Black, right?”

	“Yes. Thanks,” said Royce. “What about Morgana’s house?”

	Declan paused. “Not a bad thought.” He walked to a nearby table which held three large coffee thermoses.

	Ramsey considered it. “It’s more intimate than a big Council room. Morgana would be there, which would appeal to his ego.”

	“We could invite a couple of other Council members, make it look more official,” said Declan from the coffee stand. He finished filling the Styrofoam cups and brought them back, handing one to Royce.

	“You think Morgana would care it’s in her home?” asked Adam.

	“Morgana?” asked Ramsey. “She’s done much stranger things there. She won’t blink an eye.”

	“Plus, I think keeping Daphne out of it would appeal to her right about now,” said Declan.

	Royce sipped his drink and grimaced.

	“Hospital coffee for you,” said Declan.

	Royce took another sip. “So, when Burke gets in touch, we invite him to Morgana’s. Tell him I’ll be there.”

	“I’ll be there too,” said Ramsey.

	“He wanted you to not intervene,” said Hannah.

	“So I’ll sit in the back of the room and act mollified. That will play to his ego,” said Ramsey. “But I’m going.”

	“We should all be there,” said Adam.

	“Is that really necessary?” asked Hannah. She took Declan’s hand. “If Burke suspects something’s up, he could lash out and kill everyone.”

	Adam reached out and picked up Ramsey’s bagel. “You mind?”

	“Help yourself.”

	“I don’t think he’ll do that,” said Adam. He slathered some cream cheese on the bagel.

	“Why not?” asked Hannah.

	“He’s had ample opportunity to take us out. We’re all sitting here in this hospital. It wouldn’t be hard.” He held the bagel. “I know him. He’s an evil man, but he’s ambitious. He’s here on orders. The initial plan may have been to kill us, but something’s changed. Now he wants to talk to Royce. And he wants Ramsey kept at bay. They think Royce knows something. And Burke will play the part until he gets what he wants from you.” He nodded at Royce. “Once he does, then I would consider all agreements null and void. Then he’ll kill us.” He bit into the bagel.

	“What’s changed though? Why does he suddenly think I know something?” asked Royce. He eyed Gillian’s half eaten omelet. “You going to finish that?”

	“No.” She held her stomach. “I’m feeling a little queasy.” She slid the plate over.

	Royce nodded. “Thanks.” He picked up his fork. “But what does he think I know?”

	“My guess is Jasper has that information,” said Adam. “He came to warn us.”

	“Jasper told us Burke was here. That we were all in danger. He didn’t mention Royce specifically,” said Declan.

	“He didn’t exactly have time to explain anything,” said Adam, adding more cream cheese to the remains of the bagel. Ramsey pondered whether to ask Adam if he wanted any bagel with his cream cheese, but he didn’t have the energy for it. “Plus, he was out of it. He wasn’t well. It looked like he jumped on that ship and took off without any prep whatsoever.” He stopped. “It was like—”

	“He was running from something,” finished Royce, through a mouthful of omelet. He swallowed. “That would explain a lot.”

	“You think he was running from Burke?” asked Ramsey.

	“Burke was ahead of him,” said Adam. “No. He was running from someone else.” He put the knife down. “Someone further up the chain. Someone who could give orders to Burke. Tell him to hold off on the killing. Tell him to get the information they need.” He put the cream cheese slathered bagel down too. “The information they didn’t get from Jasper.”

	Declan swiveled in his seat, facing Adam. “You think they were torturing Jasper to get information?”

	“Maybe,” said Adam. He stared at Royce. “But he got away somehow. Managed to get here. To warn us.”

	“But since Jasper’s here now,” said Hannah, “wouldn’t Burke come after him to get the information? He’s only a few floors down.”

	Everyone went quiet. Ramsey admitted it was a good question. He tapped his finger on the table. “Maybe Burke doesn’t know he’s here.”

	“How could he not know?” asked Declan.

	“Think about it,” said Ramsey. “Jasper grabs a ship, disappears. They don’t necessarily know where he’s headed.”

	“Couldn’t they track the ship?” asked Hannah.

	“Not if you disable the tracking mechanism,” said Adam. “That would be easy for Jasper.” He popped the last bite of cream cheese bagel in his mouth.

	“But he’s right here in the hospital. He’d be easy to find,” said Gillian.

	“But on a different floor,” said Ramsey. “Not near Sarah or Eve. And we’ve checked in on him, but most of our time has been spent with Sarah and Eve.”

	“And he came into the hospital after everyone else,” said Declan.

	“But couldn’t Burke sense him?” asked Gillian. “They’re both Reds.”

	Adam pushed the empty plate back and wiped his face with a napkin. “Burke’s not looking for him. Plus, he’s got other things on his mind. Jasper’s sick too. His energy is scattered. Not focused. Makes it harder to pinpoint.”

	Royce drained his bad coffee and put the cup down. “You really think Burke doesn’t know Jasper’s here? No one from the mother ship has alerted him?”

	Adam nodded. “Seems that way.”

	“How long is that going to last?” asked Ramsey.

	“Well, if we don’t get him his pills, it won’t matter much,” said Adam.

	“His pills,” said Hannah, sitting forward, staring blankly.

	“Hannah?” asked Declan. “You okay?”

	She looked over at him. “If Jasper needs pills, so does Burke, right?”

	Ramsey eyed Declan and Royce.

	“Yes, he does,” said Adam.

	Royce picked up his fork and moved the remains of the omelet around on his plate. “Burke has pills Jasper needs.” He stared off. “And he wants something from me.”

	“So, we trade,” said Declan.

	“We trade,” said Royce.

	“You can’t trade without giving away Jasper’s location,” said Hannah.

	“That might not matter, if Burke thinks Royce will tell him what he needs to know,” said Declan.

	“Trade the pills for what though?” asked Ramsey. He glanced at Royce. “What do you supposedly know?”

	“We don’t actually trade anything. We kill him first,” said Declan.

	“But that begs the question,” said Ramsey. “What did they want from Jasper? And why do they think Royce knows it too? What would make Jasper risk his life to warn us?”

	Royce went quiet and held his empty coffee. He stared at the table.

	“Sarna,” said Adam, leaning forward. “They want Sarna and Greta.”

	Royce crushed his Styrofoam cup.

	 


Chapter Ten

	 

	Vee sat at a small table, holding her own stale coffee and listening. She’d arrived at the hospital, prepared to follow up on the investigation and ask some more questions about the explosion. She’d stopped at the rooms of two of the victims. She’d been surprised to see someone posted outside each of their doors. She’d talked to them but they’d only provided their names, and not much else, saying just that they were there to make sure the patients were being watched while the family stepped out. 

	The only other person around had been a nurse in Eve’s room. She’d informed Vee that the family had gone to eat breakfast downstairs. Vee had stopped at Jasper’s room on the way down, hoping to speak with him, but he’d been sleeping. Someone had been standing at his door as well. And by Jasper’s pallor, he appeared to be doing worse. There was one other injured victim, Grayson Steele, who was still in the hospital. She knew who he was from her research—a wealthy and famous entrepreneur married to Gillian Fletcher. She’d found his room, which also had a man outside, but the doctor had been in with him, so she’d said she’d return later. Walking down the hall, she was happy at least one person was conscious and would be able to speak with her.

	Making her way down to the commissary, she thought back on her earlier conversations with the Fletchers and Ramseys, and now knowing what looked like security was watching the injured, she knew these people believed there was more going on than just a gas explosion. The question was why. There was nothing so far to point to this act being deliberate. Not that a gas explosion wasn’t unusual and life-altering. They’d lost loved ones, which could make people react in uncertain ways. During their first conversation, the tall one, Royce Fletcher, had been definitely angry and she’d sensed it had been about more than just a random tragedy. And she wanted to figure out what.

	Entering the café area, she’d seen the group sitting in the corner across the room. Watching them, she walked into the buffet area and ordered a coffee. The cashier had handed her a cup and pointed her toward a small table with large thermoses. There were a few of these tables placed around the room. Luckily, this one was not near the group in the corner.

	Once she had her coffee, she decided to observe for a while instead of walking up and interrupting them, as she had in the ER the previous night. Sometimes, observing could tell you more than being direct. She moved closer until she was within a few tables of the group and sat behind a support beam, facing away from them, so she could make the plausible excuse that she had not known they were there. They were in deep conversation though and had not even glanced her way.

	She drank her coffee, wondering how they could call it that. The cream and sugar she’d added had not killed the bitter aftertaste. Holding her cup and taking small sips, she listened. She was close enough that she could hear small snippets of conversation. She reached into her jacket and pulled out her notepad and a small pencil, writing down what she heard.

	The first word that got her attention was “Burke.” They’d mentioned that name before. She put a question mark next to the name. It was something to follow up on. Was this the person they believed was responsible for the explosion? Continuing to eavesdrop, she wrote down a few other things. “Morgana” and “council”? Morgana was the name of another person present at the explosion who was on her list to speak with later today. Was she a member of some sort of council? It sounded as if she had some clout with the group. They also mentioned Jasper and pills, which was what Jasper had said to her when she’d found him. Was Jasper sicker than she realized?

	She cocked her head when she heard Royce Fletcher talk about trading with Burke. Something about information. One of them, she thought she recalled his name as Declan, stood to get more coffee. She turned away, hoping he hadn’t seen her.

	The names Jasper and Burke were mentioned again, and she wondered what the connection was. Were they somehow responsible for the explosion? She perked up when she heard the word “ship.” Jasper had mentioned a ship when she’d found him. Tapping her pen against the pad, she considered how strange all of this was. There was definitely more about this group than anyone realized.

	Again, she heard the word “trade.” It had something to do with Royce and information. Then, she distinctly heard the names “Sarna and Greta.” Who were they? She wrote the names down.

	The group went quiet for a moment, and she hoped they would continue. A small child sitting with a mother on the opposite side of her let out an ear-splitting shriek when he dropped his fruit roll on the ground. All eyes went toward the sound, and when she glanced over, she saw the one named Declan staring at her. He mumbled something, and she felt sure it was something to the effect of, “Heads up. We’ve got company.” More heads swiveled in her direction.

	She tipped her head in their direction and stood, putting her notepad away and walking over to them.

	“Officer Chappell was it?” asked Declan.

	“It is,” she answered. “Good morning.”

	“I wish it was,” answered John Ramsey. He appeared a little less lost than he had in the waiting room the previous day. “How can we help you?”

	Watching them, she got the impression they were closing up on her and banding together, as if they were a pack of wolves protecting their young. “I came by to see how your family was doing. I’m glad to see they’re better.”

	“They are. Hopefully, they’ll wake soon,” said one of the women. She was familiar, but Vee couldn’t recall who she was.

	“How is Jasper?” she asked. “I stopped by his room, but he’s still ill?”

	“You stopped by his room?” asked Royce, narrowing his eyes. He was apparently still angry.

	“I stopped by each of their rooms, looking for all of you.” She paused. “I’m curious. Why do you have someone posted by each of their doors?” There was a distinct pause, and she sipped the remains of her coffee. “You worried about something?”

	“We just lost three people to an explosion and four others are injured. What’s wrong with taking a few precautions?” asked Ramsey. 

	“Precautions against what? You think they’re still in danger? After a gas explosion?”

	Royce swiveled toward her. “Do you have any productive questions? What we choose to do with our people while we’re not with them is none of your damn business.”

	She caught the phrase our people. That was interesting.

	Declan stood, frowning at Royce. “I know it may seem odd to you. I understand that. But we’re dealing with a lot right now, and it’s not so much security as you call it, but more that we just want someone there to keep an eye on them. We can’t be present all the time.”

	Vee had been a police officer for five years, and she’d learned when to sense bullshit. “Of course. It’s just not something I’ve seen before.”

	“Well, now you have,” said Royce. Declan cleared his throat, and Royce raised a brow at him before looking back at her. “Did you say you had some questions for us?”

	“Yes,” she said, accessing her notepad. “Was there anything suspicious going on that would lead you to believe this might have been deliberate? Anyone mad at you? Did you piss off a neighbor? An angry relative? Anything like that?”

	Declan answered. Obviously, he was the go-to guy. “Have you heard from the fire department? Did they determine if it was more than a gas explosion?”

	“No, not yet.” She waited.

	Declan nodded. “I am not aware of any angry relatives or pissed neighbors.” He glanced at the others. “Anybody else?”

	Everyone shook their heads.

	“What about angry people in general? You didn’t mention that. Anybody like that?”

	Declan stared. She could almost hear his mind ticking. He hadn’t expected her to realize he’d bypassed that snippet of the question.

	“Who doesn’t have someone who’s mad at them?” asked John Ramsey. “I ticked off the cashier the other day at the grocery when she double charged me for apples and wouldn’t give me my money back. People get angry all the time.”

	“You think the cashier blew up your house?”

	“What kind of question is that?” asked Royce. He pointed. “This man just lost his best friend and almost his entire family and you’re going to be a smart-ass?”

	“Royce …” The woman beside him put her hand on his arm.

	“I apologize,” said Vee. “I don’t mean to be flippant, but I think you see my point. If someone deliberately did this, and I’m getting the impression that’s what you think, then there would have to be a high level of animosity between you and him or her. An angry cashier doesn’t fit the bill. And I think you know that. So, if you’re worried enough to post look-outs, or security, or whatever you want to call it, outside your family’s hospital doors, then I have reason to believe you think you’re still in danger. And it’s my job to make sure you’re safe. So, if you know of a threat, I’d like to know so we can bring this person to justice.” She held her notepad, ready to write.

	Nobody spoke. They didn’t trust her. She could see it on their faces.

	“We appreciate that,” said Declan. “To be honest, we’re not exactly sure what to think. It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours yet, we’ve barely slept, and our family is still not out of the woods. We did post people outside the doors because it gives us some sense of security over this insanity. Maybe this was just an accident, and maybe it wasn’t, but until we know for sure, we’d like to err on the side of caution. But is there someone angry enough at us that would warrant this level of cruelty and who would target children? No. I don’t even comprehend that level of evil.”

	“But if there is, he better watch his back,” said Royce.

	“Mr. Fletcher,” said Vee. “I would advise you not to take matters into your own hands. If this was a deliberate act, please let the police handle this. Otherwise, you may find yourself on the wrong side of the law.”

	“No one is going to do anything,” said Declan. “As you said, we don’t know for sure what happened. But if we do have more information that you may find of interest, then we will certainly let you know. Right?” He eyed the group.

	“Of course,” said Hannah.

	“Yes,” said the other woman. It occurred to Vee that this must be the other Fletcher sister named Gillian.

	“If I sense the cashier is seeking revenge, you’ll be the first to know,” said Ramsey.

	Royce shrugged. “Whatever you say, Officer Chappell.” It was about as sincere as an inmate’s declaration of innocence.

	Vee studied the names on her paper. There were more questions to be asked, but now was not the time to ask them. Perhaps there was a better way to get answers.

	“When your family is able, I’d like to talk to them,” she said.

	The other man finally spoke. She couldn’t remember his name. “They won’t tell you anything different. They probably won’t remember anything.” He grabbed a paper napkin and crumpled it in his hands.

	She flipped through her notepad. Adam. His name was Adam. “That may be the case, but I’d still like to determine that for myself.”

	“Of course,” said Declan.

	She closed her pad and put it away. “One other thing.”

	Sighing, Declan answered. “Yes?”

	She paused for effect. “Morgana and this council. I’d like to talk with them too. Maybe they might shed some insight on your friend Jasper and this ship he mentioned.”

	Declan paled and his mouth opened, but nothing came out.

	Bingo, she thought. She’d taken a risk and it had paid off. There was definitely more to this group than met the eye. Explosion or no explosion, and she wanted to know what it was. “Is that a problem?”

	“I–I don’t see why,” Declan stammered.

	“That’s fine,” said Ramsey. “We’ll have Morgana get in touch. She’d be happy to speak with you.” He sat back in his seat.

	Cool customer, she thought. Much cooler then yesterday. “Thank you.” She took a step back. “I’ll be back soon, to check on your family, and hopefully speak with them when they’re up for it.”

	“Can’t wait,” said Royce.

	She nodded, turned, and left. This group was going to be a hard nut to crack, and she suspected this Morgana would be the same. What she needed was someone willing to talk.

	Reaching the elevator, she hit the button and wondered what she was doing. Her only assignment was to follow up with the victims and wait for the fire department’s report on the explosion. Barring that, there was little else for her to do. These people and their secrets, assuming there was nothing illegal going on, were none of her or the department’s business. But something about this group intrigued her, even if their precautions turned out to be only the result of post-traumatic stress.

	Thinking about it, she had to ask herself how far she was willing to go. If this was only a gas explosion, then case closed. She’d be reassigned. But until they knew for sure, then she’d keep digging. 

	The elevator opened, and she stepped inside. Using her cop’s instinct, she knew who she needed to talk to. Making up her mind, she punched the button to Jasper’s floor.

	 


Chapter Eleven

	 

	The nurse walked down the quiet corridor, peering into rooms as she headed toward the two patients she sought. There was little activity that morning. The soft murmurings of TVs and beeping from machines in nearby rooms were all she heard as she neared her destination.

	Finding the first door, she saw the man standing outside. He nodded at her, and she nodded back. Stepping into the room, she saw no one else. The nurse on duty had mentioned the family had gone to breakfast. Approaching the bed, she studied the woman lying in it. Eve Fletcher. The sheets were pulled up to her neck, but her thick red hair spilled out over the pillow. She appeared to be sleeping peacefully. The nurse observed the machines which monitored Eve’s heart rate and blood pressure. Little had changed since the previous night. Eve had survived a nasty injury and delicate surgery but appeared to be recovering.

	Pulling back the sheet, the nurse took Eve’s hand and held it. Pausing a moment, she closed her eyes and went still, allowing her mind to go quiet. She stood that way for a while, knowing she didn’t have much time. She still had to access the other woman’s room before the family returned. Taking a deep breath, she stood silently until she’d accomplished her goal then let go of Eve’s hand and pulled the sheet back to cover it.

	Aware of the time, she headed for the door, but looking back, she smiled. This really was too easy. All she had to do was keep these women from waking. Burke had told her to do whatever was necessary, just not get caught. She’d wondered how she would do that but quickly realized that a nurse’s uniform had given her easy access to wherever she needed to go. All she had to do was avoid the family, especially one man in particular, but that had not been difficult.

	Pleased with her progress, she opened the door, nodded again at the man posted outside, and headed to Sarah Ramsey’s room.

	 

	**

	 

	Vee stopped at the intersection of two hallways and peered around the corner. Just a few steps away was Jasper’s room, and outside of it was the man watching the door. Vee pondered stepping up to him, flashing her badge and gaining access, but she knew he’d be on the phone in a minute to the family downstairs. If this was going to work, then she needed uninterrupted time with Jasper, assuming he was well enough to speak with her. She debated her options when an orderly with a tray of utensils entered the hallway just as a nurse stepped out from behind the main desk. The two collided and the objects on the tray fell and scattered across the floor, making a loud clatter.

	The man at the door turned to help, and Vee didn’t hesitate. She stepped out into the hallway, passed the trio stooped low to collect the fallen items, and entered Jasper’s room. No one saw her.

	Once inside, she waited, wondering if the man would double check the room since he’d been distracted, but after several seconds, she released a held breath and focused on Jasper, who appeared to be resting quietly, although he took shallow breaths and his face was pale.

	Vee walked closer and again second-guessed herself. What the hell was she doing? Sneaking into a sick man’s room to question him about … what? Ships? Fake explosions? Secrets of the family downstairs? She could hear her sergeant’s voice in her head. This was lunacy. These people were traumatized and dealing with lost and injured loved ones. Of course they were acting strangely. Wouldn’t she in that situation?

	Feeling foolish, she started to leave.

	“Wait.” Jasper’s voice was quiet and raspy, but there was a degree of strength behind it.

	She paused and turned back, surprised to see his eyes open, although barely. “Jasper?” She moved closer. There was a chair nearby and she pulled it closer and sat in it. “You all right?”

	He watched her with weary eyes, and she wondered how long he would remain conscious. “Who are you?”

	She scooted the chair closer. His hand was above the covers, and although she knew she should remain professional, she felt strangely compelled to hold it. She settled for touching his wrist. “My name is Vee.” He moved, and his warm fingers encircled hers and a strange energy fluttered through her. “Do you remember me? We met in the Ramsey backyard after the explosion.” He made no acknowledgement. “Can you talk?’

	He shifted in the bed and grimaced, but he kept his eyes on her. “Yes. I can talk.” He swallowed, and she knew his throat was dry. There was a cup of water beside the bed. Letting go of him, she reached for it and held it up to his mouth to let him take a sip from the straw.

	The water helped, and he audibly sighed. “Thank you,” he said, his voice a little stronger.

	She put the water down. “You’re welcome.” His hand reached out, and she realized he was seeking her. She took it again and the strange energy returned. It traveled up her arm and down her chest and bloomed in her gut. She’d never felt anything like it. She was sure she was blushing.

	His face appeared a little less pale, and she wondered if he was feeling it too.

	“You’re pretty,” he said. His eyes closed but slowly opened again, and she wondered if he was hallucinating.

	Ignoring the compliment, she decided to move forward with her questions. This man intrigued her even more than the others. “Can I ask you a question, Jasper? Can you tell me about your ship? Where is it?”

	“My ship?”

	“Yes. Can you tell me about it? You mentioned it yesterday.”

	He pulled up the covers with his other hand and shivered. “It’s in the woods.”

	“Where?”

	“Not far from the house.”

	She assumed he meant the Ramsey home. “How far?”

	He went quiet, and she was worried she was wearing him out, but he finally answered. “About five miles, maybe ten. It’s sort of a blur. Northeast, I think.” He coughed softly, and his eyes closed.

	“Jasper? You still with me?” She squeezed his hand, and his eyes opened.

	“I need my pills,” he said.

	She leaned closer. “Pills? What pills? Where are they?”

	His voice was barely a whisper. “Ship. They’re on the ship. Can’t survive without them.”

	“Why not? How sick are you? Can’t the doctors give you a new prescription? You’re in a hospital.”

	“No.” He coughed. “Don’t exist.”

	She furrowed her brow. “What doesn’t exist?”

	“The pills.”

	“Jasper, you’re not making any sense. How can the pills you need not exist? You obviously have some.”

	“They’re on my ship.”

	“I know. So tell the doctors.”

	“I can’t.” He shifted and grimaced again. She touched his forehead and despite his paleness, she could tell he was burning up. Unexpectedly, a kernel of fear crept through her. Could this man die?

	“Jasper.” She searched for what to say. This was not how she had envisioned this encounter. “Tell me what you need. I want to help.”

	He swallowed and moaned. “You can’t help me.”

	“Why not?”

	“Because you’re not like me.”

	“What do you mean? We seem pretty alike.” He closed his eyes. “Jasper, hold on. You can trust me. Why aren’t we alike?”

	His eyes barely flitted open and he watched her. “Because you’re human.”

	She pulled back. He was definitely hallucinating. “And you’re not?”

	His head shook. “No.”

	“What are you then?”

	He blinked and his eyes closed again. “Eudoran.”

	She paused. “What’s that? A country?”

	“A planet. Eudora.” He spoke softly, his voice losing strength.

	She played along. “Where’s that?”

	“A long way away. I landed here.”

	“On your ship?”

	“Yes.”

	“And are you sick because you need the pills? Are these pills from Eudora too?”

	He swallowed and moaned. Every movement seemed to be painful for him. “I shouldn’t be telling you this. It’s against the rules.”

	“What rules?”

	“About revealing ourselves.” 

	He started to push down the covers, but she reached over and pulled them back up. “Jasper, I’d say you’re in a position to break the rules, so don’t worry about it. Your secrets are safe with me. Tell me about the pills.”

	He opened his eyes and she noticed they were bluish gray. “You remind me of the women from home.”

	Her jaw dropped. “You mean big eyes and a large head?” 

	Despite his misery he chuckled. “That’s a fallacy. We don’t look like that. I don’t look like that.” His face furrowed. “Do I?”

	In her mind’s eye, she pictured Jasper as a healthy male, and that strange heat bloomed again. What the hell was wrong with her? “No. You don’t look like that.”

	His brow relaxed. “Good.” His eyes drifted.

	“The pills, Jasper. Tell me about the pills.”

	He coughed again and turned slowly on the bed to face her. HIs grip on her hand increased. “I can’t survive without them. Earth’s frequencies are too harsh.” 

	His voice grew stronger, and that weird energy heated her arm and chest. She wanted to take off her jacket because she was starting to sweat. Tugging on her shirt to cool off, she tried to understand. She didn’t know what she had expected, but it hadn’t been this. Jasper was obviously on some powerful drugs. She decided to see how far he would go with this.

	“If you’re from Eudora, when did you arrive?”

	He was quiet, and she wondered if that was all she was going to get from him, when he answered. “Two nights ago. I think it was around midnight your time. Hard to be sure though. I was out of it.”

	Vee opened her mouth to ask another question but stopped. Thinking back, she realized that was the same night she’d been out with Larry and seen the small craft in the sky. She’d been searching for it when she’d received the call about the explosion. Recalling the location, she realized she’d been about six, maybe seven miles from the Ramsey’s home. Northeast.

	She stared at the man holding her hand. His blanket had slid down when he’d turned, and she reached over and pulled it back up. His eyes never left hers, and that energy bubbled and churned, only it had moved into her belly. She held her breath as the heat increased. He pushed down the covers she’d raised as his cheeks turned pink, and she realized the warmth was affecting him too. The urge to get up and leave the room and never look back occurred to her, but the pull in the pit of her stomach wouldn’t let her. Despite the warning bells, she leaned closer. “Who are you?” she whispered.

	His thumb slowly moved over the back of her hand. “I told you who I am.” He took a deep breath and released it and looked almost serene. “You make me feel better.”

	His words and his touch were an electric shock to her system. She’d come in here to question this man, and now—now, what—she was attracted to him? She pulled her hand away despite the desire to keep it there and stood, wondering where she’d lost her professionalism.

	The heat vanished and her chest returned to normal, but her belly still churned. She pulled at the flaps of her jacket to cool off. Looking at him in the bed, she saw his paleness return and he seemed to visibly shrink in the bed. He pulled the covers up.

	“You don’t believe a word I’ve said, do you?” he asked. His weariness returned, and he coughed again.

	She stood there, remembering why she was there in the first place. How had she gotten so off track? “It doesn’t matter what I believe. All that matters is that I figure out what is going on here. Your friends seem to think this explosion was deliberate. Is that what you think too?”

	He shivered. “Yes. It was deliberate. Why do you think I came here?”

	She scratched her head. All of this was crazy. What was she supposed to tell her sergeant? “Let me get this straight. You came from another planet to save these people? You knew they were in danger. But this planet is toxic to you. You can’t survive without your mystery pills which are apparently on your ship, which crashed in the woods near the Ramsey home.”

	He nodded. His strength appeared to be rapidly diminishing and his eyelids looked heavy. Had her touch really helped him that much? “Close enough,” he whispered.

	Vee stared. No matter how much she wanted to believe him, she had to put her police hat on. “Who is this person who tried to kill the Ramseys? What’s his name? Is he from another planet too?”

	Jasper looked defeated in the bed. “Why don’t you believe me?”

	Her heart pounded, and she resisted the urge to take his hand again. Had she really been buying into this ‘I’m from another planet’ fallacy? “Jasper, you’re sick and in the hospital. The doctors are trying to help you. You’re on medication. I’m sure when you’re well, you’ll look back on this story and laugh. We both will. But if it’s true that this accident is deliberate, then I need to find the man responsible. But to be honest, you are obviously not well enough to give me the answers I seek, and I apologize for bothering you.”

	His blue-gray eyes were back to being half-slits, but he still watched her intently. His gaze made her uncomfortable, and she turned to leave.

	“I don’t believe you either.”

	His voice was so quiet she’d barely heard it. She looked back. “What do you mean? What’s not to believe?”

	He smiled softly. “I held your hand. I felt your curiosity and your interest. You went looking for my ship. You’re a seeker and have been for a long time. You also like my eyes.” He blinked. “You want to believe me, don’t you, Vee?”

	She stood stock still, unsure she’d heard him right. How had he—

	The door opened, and Royce Fletcher walked in. His face dropped and he looked from Vee to Jasper. “What in the hell are you doing in here?” He went to the bed. “Jasper? You okay?”

	Jasper closed his eyes and didn’t answer. Vee stood like a frightened mouse in the room, still flattened by Jasper’s words. “I–I wanted to ask him a few questions.”

	Royce leveled a hard stare at her. “Get out.” His voice was so frigid, Vee was surprised not to feel a cold blast of air against her skin.

	Nodding, she turned and left.

	 

	**

	 

	The nurse held Sarah’s hand and eyed the clock. Time was running short. It had taken longer than she thought to access the room. The day nurse, who’s name tag read “Gloria,” had been with Sarah and then the doctor had stopped by. She knew the family would return soon, but she had to complete her task or risk Sarah waking. This daytime visit was proving trickier than the previous evening’s. Between the family and the medical staff, accessing Sarah and Eve’s rooms without drawing suspicion was proving more difficult. She was going to have to talk with Burke about that. If she was going to this amount of trouble and risking discovery, he owed her a bigger piece of the pie.

	Continuing her task, she thought of Burke and his plans. The man definitely didn’t like these people, but they were a means to an end, and once he got what he wanted, he would discard them like he did everything else. Not that she cared. She had no concern what happened any more than he did, and Burke was her meal ticket. She knew an opportunity when she saw it, and if doing Burke’s bidding would gain her some clout with Roma, then so be it. Conscience was not her strong suit, nor did she regret not having one. She wondered how people managed to walk around with so much guilt and regret.

	A few more minutes passed and the nurse returned Sarah’s hand beneath the covers when the door opened and Sarah’s husband, John Ramsey, and the woman named Hannah entered. They stopped when they saw her.

	“Is everything okay?” asked the husband, who walked to the opposite side of Sarah’s bed. “Any change?”

	The nurse smoothed the sheets. “No. No change. Still resting comfortably.” She turned to leave and almost ran into Hannah beside her.

	“She should have come around by now,” said Hannah. “How are her vitals? Any change?”

	The nurse stepped around Hannah. “No. Like I said. No change.” She walked to the door.

	“Why hasn’t she woken up?” asked the husband.

	She reached the door.

	“Wait,” said Hannah.

	The nurse paused and turned back. “Yes?”

	“I saw Gloria earlier. I know she’s our day nurse, but I don’t see a name tag on you? Are you on this floor too?”

	“Yes. I’m assisting on this floor today.” She started to leave again, but Hannah stopped her.

	“What’s your name?”

	Hesitating, the nurse opened the door. “Alice. You can call me Alice.” Before Hannah could ask another question, she left the room.

	 


Chapter Twelve

	 

	Ramsey held Sarah’s hand, willing her to wake. He’d been there since the previous day, sitting with her, watching and waiting. The only time he’d left had been to catch a few hours sleep and check on his kids at his mom’s. Hannah and Declan had been there too. Adam, Gillian, and Royce wandered between Sarah and Eve’s rooms. Grayson had been released from the hospital the previous day and he’d stopped by before Gillian had taken him back to a hotel room they’d booked near the hospital. Morgana had come by in the evening to check in as well, hoping there’d been some progress, but there was none to report. Sarah and Eve continued to lie in bed unchanged, like Sleeping Beauty waiting for her Prince Charming, but no matter how much Ramsey kissed his wife, she refused to wake. The doctors were stumped. They couldn’t understand it either. 

	Looking at the clock, he saw that it was almost noon. His stomach grumbled. He’d skipped food that morning and his body was complaining. He was not good at eating when he was stressed. He could hear Leroy’s voice in his head. You need to take care of yourself, Sherlock. You’re no good to anyone if you don’t. 

	Thinking of his best friend, a wave of emotion engulfed him. He missed Leroy. Wiping at his eyes, he recalled Morgana telling him she was taking care of the funeral arrangements and as soon as Sarah and Eve woke, they would hold the ceremony for Leroy and Olivia. He hadn’t said much about it. It was too difficult for him. He hoped his friend understood.

	There was a soft knock on the door. It opened and Royce walked in. “Any change?”

	Ramsey sniffed and a kernel of anger flared. “Does it look like there’s a change?”

	Royce stepped to the side of the bed. “Nothing with Eve, either.”

	“What the hell is going on here?” He stood and scratched the stubble on his jaw. “Something’s wrong.”

	Royce eyed him. “You think the doctors aren’t telling us something?”

	“I don’t think they know either.”

	“They talked about doing more tests if they don’t wake soon.”

	“This isn’t about more tests. This has to have something to do with who they are.”

	“They’re half-Reds. They should recover faster than most.”

	Ramsey kicked his chair. “I know that. Don’t you think I know that?” He put a hand on the wall and dropped his head. “Sorry,” he sighed.

	“No apology necessary.”

	The room went quiet.

	“Any sign of that nosey police woman?” asked Royce.

	Ramsey popped his head up. “Who?”

	“What’s her name? The woman who took it upon herself to question Jasper. Officer Chappell, I think?”

	“No. Haven’t seen her.”

	Royce grunted. “Good.”

	Ramsey pushed off the wall. “Damn it. I wish there was something I could do. If Sarah was up and around, she could help, but she’s the one who needs the assistance this time, and there’s no one here for her.”

	Royce crossed his arms. “That’s what sucks about being the healer. There’s no one to take care of you when you need it.”

	“What about Gillian? You think she could do something?”

	“She tried with Eve. Said she felt a strange blankness. She saw and felt nothing.”

	“Nothing? That makes no sense. She should feel something. They’re still alive. They still have energy coursing through their bodies.”

	Royce rubbed his eyes. Ramsey knew Royce had been sleeping in the waiting room in case Burke returned. “I know. I don’t understand it either.”

	“How’s Jasper?”

	“Rambling. Feverish. I hoped he would give me some information about his ship, but all he keeps saying is ‘She knows. Ask her.’ I have no idea what he’s talking about and he won’t elaborate.”

	Ramsey leaned over and put his hands on the side of Sarah’s bed. “So, until Burke makes contact, we have no way of getting pills for Jasper.”

	“None. I asked Gillian to talk to Jasper, but that didn’t work either.”

	“You said Officer Chappell spoke with him?”

	“She snuck into his room. I know that much, but as far as if she got any information out of him, your guess is as good as mine. I’m not too worried about it though. If he spouted off about being from another planet, it only sounds like the ramblings of a sick man. I’m not even sure why she wanted to talk with him in the first place.”

	“She suspects something. She’s digging for answers.”

	“Let her dig. She’s only making the hole deeper.”

	“Maybe.”

	There was another knock on the door, and Ramsey looked up as Adam poked his head in the room. “Can I come in?”

	“Of course,” said Ramsey. “How’s Eve?”

	“Same.” He walked in and stopped at the foot of the bed, but his eyes held a distant look. He stared at Sarah for several seconds but said nothing.

	Ramsey glanced at Royce.

	“You okay, Adam?” asked Royce. “Maybe you should go get some shut eye.”

	Adam continued to stare for a few more seconds, but then blinked his eyes and looked at Royce. “I feel the same thing in here.”

	“Same what?” asked Ramsey.

	“It’s the same in Eve’s room. There’s a familiar presence. I can’t put my finger on it.”

	Royce’s brow furrowed. “It’s probably one of us.”

	Adam shook his head. “No. It’s not. This is a different familiar. Like from Eudora familiar.”

	Ramsey straightened. “In the rooms? In both rooms?” He thought about it. “Burke was here. Is it him.”

	“No. That energy has faded. This is someone else.”

	Ramsey walked closer and so did Royce. “Are you saying someone else from Eudora has been here?” A flicker of hope sprouted in Ramsey.

	“Who?” asked Royce.

	Adam ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t know. It’s not strong enough for me to identify, but it’s definitely present.”

	“What about Jasper?” asked Royce. “Anything in his room?”

	“No. I looked for it, but it’s not there.”

	Ramsey eyed Royce. “Our theory may be correct. If someone from home is snooping around, they don’t know Jasper’s here. At least not yet.”

	“But who is it?” asked Royce. His eyes widened.

	Ramsey nodded, remembering Jasper’s words when he’d arrived. “That could explain Sarah and Eve.”

	Royce cursed. “Why didn’t we consider that? Jasper mentioned Burke wasn’t alone. He’s working with someone.”

	“But who?” asked Adam. “We’ve been here the whole time. We’ve seen everyone come and go from these rooms. How have we missed this person?”

	“Have we?” asked Ramsey. “I didn’t get here until after eight this morning. Sarah was alone prior to that.”

	“I slept in an empty room. Were you with Eve the whole time?” asked Royce.

	“No. I went down for coffee and food early,” said Adam.

	Royce grunted. “There have been opportunities.”

	“Plenty,” said Ramsey. “Especially if they’re dressed as a hospital employee. It wouldn’t be hard.” He walked to the door and opened it. Mary, Declan’s security, stood outside. “Mary, what time did you start this morning?”

	“I came on at seven. I relieved Travis.”

	“You see anybody suspicious? Someone who didn’t fit in?”

	“If I had, you would have known about it.”

	Royce stepped up from behind. “What about medical staff? Nurses? Doctors? Anyone enter Sarah’s room this morning?”

	“Yes. A couple of nurses.”

	Ramsey tensed. “A couple? Who?”

	“Gloria started her shift around the same time I did. She was there. Then another nurse came in about an hour later.”

	“What other nurse?” asked Royce. “You see her before?”

	“Yesterday morning. She came in then too.”

	“What was her name?” asked Ramsey.

	“Don’t know. I didn’t see a name tag.”

	Adam stepped between Ramsey and Royce. “What did she look like?”

	Mary thought about it. “Petite, slim. Curly blonde hair. Pinned up though. Pretty.”

	Royce froze and looked at Adam, his jaw taught. “Shit.”

	Adam nodded. “Exactly.”

	“What?” asked Ramsey. “Who is it?”

	Royce, his eyes dark as coals, and hands clenched, almost growled. “That bitch, Desde.”

	 

	**

	 

	Vee stepped through the foliage and pushed a branch away from her face. Wiping her sweaty forehead, she sat on a rock, pulled out her water bottle, and took a swig. Catching her breath, she studied the sky. It was a cool day, but the sun was out. She was off duty until that evening, so she she’d decided to take a hike in the woods to clear her head. After the events of the previous two days, she needed it. Her talk with Jasper had confused her more than helped her and she’d barely slept. Thoughts of pills, ships, and aliens swirled in her head, plus that strange feeling that had come over her when she’d held Jasper’s hand. She couldn’t shake it. It was almost as if she missed it, or rather missed him. She hated to think that was why she hadn’t slept. How could she be attracted to a sick man in a hospital bed? It made no sense.

	Even worse, her sergeant had called and preliminary results from the fire department regarding the Ramsey incident were pointing to a gas explosion. No funny business was suspected. She’d been reassigned to a stolen bicycle case reported by a prominent family in the neighborhood. Hanging her head, she kicked at a stone on the ground. She no longer had any reason to talk with the Ramseys or Fletchers, but that’s all she wanted to do. Those people had secrets, and although they were none of her business and she didn’t suspect anything illegal, she wanted to know what they were.

	She recapped her water bottle and stood. Looking at her phone, she gauged where she was and how far she needed to go. Even though she was no longer on the case, what she did with her free time was her choice, so the fact that she happened to be hiking in the woods six miles northeast of the Ramsey home was not a coincidence. She was farther out from where she’d been hiking on the day of the explosion, but she had been slightly off in her original direction. If Jasper was correct, she had to be near his landing sight, if there actually was one. The woods were becoming thicker and she was now off trail, but she still had a cell signal and knew where she was. Pushing deeper into the trees, she tried not to think about what she was doing. Was she seriously searching for an alien spacecraft? Did she really believe the ramblings of a delirious man? The nickname “VT” bounced in her brain. There was a reason Vee was walking through this forest. Jasper was right. She wanted to believe. She couldn’t just sit at home and wonder. She had to know the truth, and when she wandered around in the trees for a while and came up empty, then she would be satisfied, but until that happened, she had some searching to do.

	Continuing to walk, she kept an eye on her surroundings. The thicker coverage of trees blocked the sun and the air became cooler. There was less foliage, but being off trail, she had to watch her step as she avoided rocks and roots. About thirty minutes later, she stopped. Jasper had said five maybe ten miles. She was now close to seven miles out. Looking around though, she saw nothing unusual. The trees swayed in the wind and there was the occasional hoot of a bird, but that was it. Nothing around her indicated the presence of a downed ship. But what exactly would that look like? If he’d crash landed, there would be debris, wouldn’t there? Scorched earth or damaged tree trunks? A hole in the dirt? She kept walking. If Jasper was off though by a few miles in his calculations, or wrong in direction, then the ship could be anywhere. She’d need a drone to find it. Or she could keep walking and hope she got lucky. Eyeing the time, she decided to keep going.

	Another fifteen minutes passed. Nothing in the forest indicated the presence of a downed craft. She stopped and leaned back against a tree. No wonder people talked about her behind her back. It was no surprise she was considered strange by her coworkers. Her interests had left Vee with few friends and even fewer dates. After her father had died there was no one Vee could confide in about her off-duty pursuits. She did have a few acquaintances through her MUFON connections. Meeting up with them once or twice a year was fine, but they were serious devotees who spent most of their working hours searching and researching, and Vee couldn’t afford to do that. She still had to make a living.

	Sighing, she debated going home. She needed time to shower and eat before clocking in for her shift that night. Her stomach rumbled, and she pulled a granola bar from her pack. Opening it, she stared off into the woods, wondering what was next for her. Was she doomed to stay in this town forever, searching for bicycle thieves and watching the skies at night, hoping to see what she’d seen so many years ago, on a clear night with her father? Munching the bar, she realized the answer was yes.

	A bird flew overhead and cawed. Vee was not a bird watcher, but it looked like a robin. The bird perched on a branch and sat for a few seconds. Vee finished her snack and decided to head home and call it a day when something fell at her feet. She suspected the bird had dropped a twig or whatever it was using to build a nest, but when she looked closer, she saw that it was shiny. She stooped and picked it up. The bird cawed again and flew away.

	Vee stared at the object, not sure what to make of it. It was short and thin and round like a pencil, only thinner and metallic. It looked like a ball point pen, but it was not as long and there was no ink. She turned it in her hand, wondering what it was. The tip of it depressed, and she pushed on it. The quiet forest filled with an immediate whoosh sound. It was hard to describe. It was like the sound of wind rushing through an open door or a wave building before it crashed against a shore. She pushed it again and heard the same noise. The woods went still as if even the trees were listening.

	She turned toward the sound. About fifty yards away, she saw a small clearing. She’d passed it on her way here, but nothing about it had caught her attention. Walking up to the edge of it though, she looked closer. It wasn’t a big area, but it was big enough to hide something. Problem was, there was nothing there. But Vee noticed some things that looked a little odd. The trees around it were damaged. There were a few broken branches and some of the trunks were scarred or possibly burned. The minimal grass in the area appeared depressed, and there was a broken rock on the other side of the clearing. She supposed something could have been there, but it was now long gone.

	She glanced at the strange object again. What was this thing and what had that weird sound been? Turning, she looked back into the woods and depressed the button again. The sound returned, only this time much louder and from behind her. She swiveled back toward the clearing and dropped her jaw. Sitting right in front of her, looking slightly damaged and listing to the right, was what could only be described as an alien spacecraft.

	 


Chapter Thirteen

	 

	Desde walked down the hallway and stopped at Eve’s hospital door. Nodding at the security man stationed at the entrance to Eve’s room, who nodded back, she went inside. She’d been watching and waiting for an opportunity, and when Adam left and she knew Royce was with Gillian downstairs in the cafeteria, she made her move. Approaching the bed, she stared down at Eve, who slept peacefully. She wondered when Burke would give her the go ahead to kill Eve and Sarah. She was itching to do it, but he’d told her to hold off. The time wasn’t right, so she waited, knowing the payout would be a good one. Desde was ready to relish in Royce’s grief. That man had cost her everything. She’d returned to Eudora with nothing. No baby and nothing to show for her efforts. Her mother had called her a failure, and she’d had to resort to currying the favor of various high-powered Council members to maintain the lifestyle she’d grown accustomed to, bribing and threatening and sleeping with them as necessary to get what she wanted. But none of them came with the status and favor that carrying the High Child’s baby would have provided. Every night, she thought of Royce Fletcher and how she would exact her revenge.

	When Roma had summoned her and mentioned Burke’s new mission to return to Earth to complete the destruction of the Fletcher family, she’d jumped at the chance. She couldn’t get here fast enough. Plus, Roma had offered her a juicy payoff for her efforts. It was a win-win.

	She slipped her hand underneath the blanket and found Eve’s, taking it in hers. Closing her eyes, she began to summon the energy, focusing in on Eve and suppressing Eve’s natural ability to heal and wake. It was requiring more effort each time as Eve slowly gained strength. It was the same with Sarah. Burke was going to have to act soon. Desde figured she had two, maybe three, days before she would be unable to prevent them from coming around.

	Concentrating, she was interrupted when the door opened. She quickly dropped Eve’s hand and opened her eyes. Sarah’s husband, the one everyone called Ramsey, stood in the doorway.

	“What the hell are you doing?” he asked. He was no longer the sad and grief-stricken victim.

	Desde faced him. “Just checking in to see how she’s doing. Unfortunately, she seems the same.”

	“I wonder why that is?” he asked. He continued to stare at her as if she were prey. “What do you think, Royce?”

	The air shifted and Desde blinked as little pixels of light coalesced in the corner and quickly formed into the shape of a large man. Royce, arms crossed, with a sneer on his face, came into view as Adam rounded the corner behind Ramsey. Desde squared her shoulders. The idiots had figured it out.

	“Get away from her,” said Royce.

	“I knew it,” said Adam. “Desde. I could smell you a mile away. You need to work on cloaking your stench a bit better.”

	Desde smiled and narrowed her eyes. “It was never my strong suit, but then I didn’t think it would require much effort, considering who I was dealing with. You guys aren’t exactly, what do they say here, a crackerjack team.”

	“What have you been doing to them?” asked Ramsey. “Why are you keeping them unconscious?”

	“I have my orders. Much as I hated to follow them. If it had been my choice, I’d have killed them the first day. It would have been so easy.”

	Royce, his face as hard as the tiled floor, stepped closer, along with the other two, and the door shut. The security man outside did nothing. He must have been the lookout for any wayward doctors and nurses. “I think I told you to get away from her.”

	Desde crossed her arms. “Don’t tell me you still have hard feelings, dear Royce? I mean, you and I have fond memories together. Don’t you remember?” She moved toward him. “Or would you like me to remind you?” She trailed her eyes over his body, lingering in spots.

	“Hard feelings?” asked Adam. “I know what happened to you after you returned to Eudora. Your failed attempts to carry the High Child were no secret. You were disgraced before the Council.”

	Desde’s stomach curled. “What would you know about it? You’re just an errand boy doing Roma’s bidding. No different from me. You were just pathetic enough to fall for one of them. Or is that just what you’re telling everyone? Maybe you’re just as conniving and waiting for your opportunity just like me. Word is you were Roma’s favorite. Maybe you two even had a little fun together.”

	“That’s a load of crap and you know it,” said Adam. “But I do honor the High Child, who’s standing right here.”

	Desde flicked her gaze toward Royce. “Seems he’s lacking in his ability to take power. It’s a problem for him, although I did enjoy our special time together. That’s the one area where you are more than well equipped.”

	“Shut up,” said Royce.

	“What?” She cocked her head. “Am I bringing up painful memories?” She raised a brow. “Or maybe pleasurable ones? Tell me. How much did you tell Sarna about our time together? Does she know how much you liked it when I…”

	A chair slid across the room and launched into the air, heading straight for her. Desde raised her hand and the chair was deflected into the wall, where it hit hard, leaving a mark in the drywall before it fell sideways to the floor.

	“You really are a lovely woman,” said Ramsey. “I can’t imagine why Royce, and everyone else, hates you.”

	“I have my moments,” she said, still looking at Royce, but then she directed her attention toward Ramsey. “Your wife has an impressive energy. I’m surprised she fell for a Gray. She could have done so much better on Eudora.”

	Ramsey didn’t frazzle as easily as Royce. “Thankfully, she’s half-human. Makes her a little more level-headed. You full-blooded Reds seem to be a little unstable.” Ramsey raised a hand. “So how about we cut to the chase before Royce and Adam here put your head through the wall. Why are you doing this? Where’s Burke? He wants to meet, then let’s meet. Why the games? And why try and kill all of us, including my children? What is it you want that warrants this level of destruction?”

	Desde pushed the IV stand back and out of her way. “You really have no idea, do you?”

	“That explosion killed people. Good people. But for what?” asked Adam.

	“Because you exist.” Desde began to explore her options for escape. She couldn’t hang out in this room forever. “Burke also doesn’t like losing. Especially to a line of Grays. Getting rid of you and killing the High Children at the same time is a bonus for both of us.” She reached up and pulled the pin out of her hair and her curly locks spilled over her shoulders. “I don’t like losing either. If I can garner Roma’s favor by coming to assist Burke and help kill the man who killed my unborn child, then that’s fine with me.”

	“You never cared about that child. You just wanted what it could gain you,” said Royce.

	She shrugged. “What’s wrong with that?”

	“Where’s Burke? Obviously, something has changed. He could have killed us all by now and left. What’s the hesitation?” asked Adam.

	“Just like me, he has orders too. He’s following them. But don’t worry. At some point, he’ll get back to what he came here for.”

	“We don’t go down so easily,” said Royce. “We’ll be ready for him.”

	Desde laughed. “You’re cute, Royce. But so naïve. He’ll take you all down. But not until he gets what he wants.”

	“Which is what?” asked Royce.

	“I think you know.”

	Royce scoffed. “You’ll never get anything from me. If you think I know something, you’re wrong.”

	She shook out her hair. “You know more than you realize.” She glanced at the clock on the wall. “Much as I am enjoying this time together, I have to go.”

	“You’re not going anywhere,” said Royce.

	“Aren’t I?” she asked. She watched the three of them puff up, as if increasing their size would some how intimidate her. “I think you need to get out of my way.”

	“Watch the door, Adam,” said Royce. The knocked over chair started to rattle.

	“You ever considered just coming peacefully?” asked Ramsey. “It’ll be a lot easier on the walls.”

	“You obviously don’t know me very well,” she said. The chair flew up and hit Royce in the side. Royce grunted but barely moved. The chair bounced down against the ground and broke apart. A piece of a broken wooden leg shot through the air and grazed past Desde’s cheek as it was redirected and flew into Royce’s midsection. Royce doubled over and grabbed his belly.

	“Obviously, I don’t.” Ramsey ducked as the chair leg zipped upward and barely missed his head, just as the door blew open and hit Adam in the back. He was knocked forward and almost fell onto Eve’s bed before he was lifted into the air and violently thrown into Royce. Both men fell to the floor in a pile.

	Desde stared at Ramsey. “I’ll be on my way now.”

	Ramsey glared. “Apparently so.”

	The door slammed shut on her, and Desde laughed. “Oh, Royce. I do admire your determination.”

	Adam sat up. “That wasn’t Royce.”

	The chair leg flew back around and hit Desde in the back of the head. The impact knocked her to her knees.

	“That was,” said Royce. “I hope that hurt.” He shook out his hands. “My skills are improving.”

	Desde touched the injury and felt the warm blood on her fingers. The wound throbbed. “Not bad,” she said, standing. “Not bad at all.”

	Royce got to his feet, but before he could respond, there was a loud crack and he fell to the ground again with a pain-filled shout. He grabbed his leg below the knee.

	“But I’m still better.” She smiled, and as Royce writhed in pain, she left the room, pushed the security man away from her, and without touching it, slammed the door shut behind her.

	 


Chapter Fourteen

	 

	A soft wave dragged against the shore and the sun slowly began to rise, bringing the light with it. It was quiet and peaceful, and Sarah sat in the sand and closed her eyes, enjoying the warmth against her face. She’d been here for some time, listening to the sound of the surf. Many times, she’d been ready to stand and leave, but something held her back, like a weight sat on her shoulders, pressing her down, and she’d settled back into the sand.

	This time felt different though. She’d managed to rise and walk down the beach toward a distant doorway. In her heart, the doorway was home and she couldn’t wait to reach it. She didn’t understand why she’d been here so long. It wasn’t like her to spend so much time away from her husband and children. The doorway beckoned, and she started to run, anxious to return. Reaching the threshold, she stopped, breathless, and reached for the knob, when a hand extended outward and touched her own. Turning, she saw Leroy standing beside her, his big grin flashing brightly at her.

	She smiled back. “Leroy, what are you doing here?”

	“Hello, Sarah.”

	There was something different about him. A bright soft light surrounded him, and his usual vibrant energy seemed magnified, but it was lighter, almost weightless. “I came to tell you something.”

	The door was so close. “It’s time to go home.” She tugged at his hand. “Come with me.”

	He smiled at her. “I can’t. Olivia is waiting for me. And you know she doesn’t like it when I’m late.”

	She looked around. “Where is she?”

	“She’s already on the other side.”

	“Then let’s go.” She tugged his arm.

	“Not that door, Sarah. Another one. Listen. When you return, there are things you will face that will be hard, but you will be okay. You and Sherlock won’t be alone.”

	She scrunched her face. “What do you mean? What’s wrong?”

	“No matter how bad it may seem, you will never be alone. Tell Sherlock that.”

	“Why don’t you tell him?”

	He squeezed her fingers. “I have, but it helps if it comes from you. He gets in his head too much. And it’s hard for him to hear me.”

	“I don’t understand, Leroy.”

	“I know you don’t, my dear, but you will.” He let go of her hand. “Just remember, you’re stronger than you think. You all are.” He leaned in and kissed her cheek. “I’ve got to go now.”

	“Wait. Where are you going?”

	He turned and walked down the beach. “Tell Sherlock I’m sorry.” He threw out his hands. “But this was just too good to pass up. Remind him I love him, and I’m never far away. Same goes for you.” He waved at her. “See you.” The farther he walked, the harder he became to see, until he completely faded from her view.

	Sarah stared at the water and sand, missing Leroy’s vibrant energy and trying to understand the ache in her heart. But remembering her loved ones, she turned back toward the door, grabbed for the knob, and with no hesitation, opened and stepped through it.

	 

	**

	 

	Sarah opened her eyes. The brightness of the room made her blink, and she heard the soft murmur of voices. Focusing, she saw images on a TV on the far side of the room, but the volume was low. A news show played and the two anchors spoke to each other, laughing intermittently. 

	Looking around, she saw machines to her left and the IV in her arm, and she realized she was in a hospital. To her right was a dark head of hair nestled beside her—her husband, who was sitting in a chair next to her bed. He was holding her right hand.

	She tightened her fingers around his. “Hey,” she said softly. Her voice barely worked, but it was audible.

	His head shot up, and she saw his red eyes and tired face with a few days’ worth of stubble on his jaw.

	“Sleepyhead,” she whispered.

	He stared at her, open-mouthed. “Sarah,” he finally said, squeezing her hand. His eyes turned shiny. “Thank god.” He pushed up and kissed her forehead, then buried his face in her neck. “Thank god.”

	His warm skin against hers brought her fully awake. But she sensed his pain when he shuddered, and she felt a wet tear trickle down her neck. She raised her other hand and put it against the back of his neck, soothing him. Her memories surfaced. An explosion. The house. A searing pain in her side, and a split-second fear for her children before everything went blank. Her heart thumped. “The kids?” she asked.

	He reached up with his free hand and hugged her. “They’re okay. They’re safe.” But his emotion did not abate. His hot tears slid down her skin. “I–I was so scared.”

	She could only imagine what he’d been through, but there was something more. Closing her eyes, she remembered her dream. Leroy. The beach. His fading energy. And she knew. “I’m so sorry, honey. I’m so sorry.” Her own tear slipped down her cheek.

	His breath hitched. “Leroy … and Olivia.” He squeezed her harder.

	“I know.” Pulling him close, her own tears running down her face, she held him while he wept.

	“I love you,” he said, his voice cracking.

	She stroked his hair and held him. “I love you too.”

	 

	**

	 

	An hour later, after a doctor’s visit, Ramsey sat with Sarah, still holding her hand. He’d filled her in on everything that had happened since the explosion, and she was quiet but anxious to see her children. Ramsey had called his mom and she was planning to bring the kids to the hospital that evening. After Burke’s visit, he’d asked her not to bring the kids until Sarah was awake and he felt it was safer. The doctor had been pleased with Sarah’s progress and planned to release her the next day. Ramsey couldn’t wait to have them all under the same roof again.

	There was a knock on the door. “Come in,” said Ramsey.

	Royce stepped inside, trying his best to maneuver on crutches. “Hey, Sarah. How are you?”

	Sarah pushed up on the raised bed. “I’m good, thanks. I hear that Eve’s awake too.”

	“Doctor’s with her now. So’s Adam. He won’t leave her side.”

	“I know the feeling,” said Ramsey.

	“How’s your leg?” asked Sarah.

	Royce grumbled. “It’s nothing. It’s fine.”

	Ramsey raised a brow. “He doesn’t want to talk about it.”

	“I don’t blame him,” said Sarah. “Where’s Gillian?”

	“She and Grayson are on their way. They’re excited to see you.”

	“How’s Grayson? I heard he was injured.”

	“He’s okay. He’s lucky it wasn’t worse.”

	“Jasper is here?”

	Royce shook his head. “He is. He came to warn us at significant risk. We need his pills but don’t know where to find them. He’s declining. His fever is high and he’s hallucinating. As much as I dread it, I’m hoping this meeting with Burke happens soon. We’re running out of time.” 

	Sarah adjusted her pillow. “Maybe I can help him.”

	Ramsey patted her hand. “You’re recovering yourself. Let’s not push it.”

	“I feel fine. The doctors are just being cautious.”

	“You should be too. I want you to take it easy.”

	Sarah stroked his skin with her thumb. “I know you’re worried, but I’m not going to let Jasper die if I can help him.” She pointed at Royce. “I can help you too. Find me a wheelchair.” 

	Royce raised a brow at Ramsey, who sighed. He knew when his wife had made up her mind. “You heard her.” 

	Royce nodded. “I’ll be right back.”

	Ramsey sat on the side of the bed. “You’re sure about this?”

	“I am. I have to do something.”

	He pulled her covers up. “You almost died. I think you’ve done enough.”

	“You know what I mean. I want to see Grayson too.”

	“Sarah.”

	“I won’t overdo it. Besides, it will benefit Gillian. She needs that right now. Between Grayson, Eve and …”

	“And what?”

	She shrugged. “Nothing. It’s just a lot for a pregnant woman to deal with, as you know.”

	“She’s pregnant?”

	Sarah nodded. “I sensed it at the dinner. But don’t say anything. I’m not sure who they’ve told.”

	Ramsey opened his mouth but didn’t speak.

	“How’s Morgana? How’s she dealing with losing Drake?”

	“I don’t know. But I’m sure it’s not easy.”

	“Poor woman. I know she cared for him a great deal. I need to call her. Once I’m home, we should invite her over for dinner.”

	Ramsey grimaced. “How about lunch? It’s going to take some time for me to be comfortable with dinner plans again.”

	Sarah squeezed his hand. “Lunch, then.”

	The door opened and Royce came with an orderly who wheeled a chair inside. “Your chariot awaits,” said Royce.

	 

	**

	 

	Down in Jasper’s room, Ramsey wheeled Sarah up to the bed.

	“Help me up,” she said.

	He stood beside her and helped her stand. Royce pulled the chair back, and Sarah sat beside Jasper. He was pale and beads of sweat dotted his forehead, but when she took his hand, his skin was ice cold. “Jasper? Can you hear me?”

	He moaned and his eyes blinked, but he looked at her. “Who are you?” he whispered.

	“I’m Sarah. I’m here to help.”

	He coughed and moaned. “Where am I?”

	“You’re in a hospital.”

	He closed his eyes. “Where is she?”

	“Where is who?”

	The coughing grew worse; he struggled to breathe. He tried to talk, but none of what she heard made sense.

	“Jasper, I’m going to put my hands on your chest. Try and relax.” She wasn’t sure if he understood her or not, but she placed her hands on him and closed her eyes. She wondered after her injuries how running energy would affect her, but the usual powerful flow of movement returned and flooded through her and into Jasper.

	Several seconds passed, but she didn’t feel the usual relief. Jasper continued to lie in the bed, looking drawn and ill. Worse, he didn’t feel any different to her.

	“What is it?” asked Royce.

	“You okay?” asked her husband. “Don’t overdo it.”

	Sarah pulled her hands back. “That’s strange. I feel his sickness and I know he’s receiving what I’m sending, but it’s not helping.”

	“That’s a first. Isn’t that a first?” asked Ramsey.

	She nodded. “It’s certainly different.” She looked at Royce’s leg. “Come here.”

	Royce hesitated, but then hopped over to Sarah. Sarah reached down and put her hand on the cast, feeling the usual rush move through her again and sensing the change in Royce. After about a minute, he let out a breath and visibly relaxed. “That feels much better.”

	Sarah pulled back, and Royce put weight on the leg and stood on it. “Much better.”

	“Yeah, well, don’t let the doctor see that,” said Ramsey. “You’re going to have to leave that cast on until we get home.”

	“So apparently, it’s not me,” said Sarah, taking Jasper’s hand. “It’s him.” She closed her eyes, intent on trying everything. In her mind’s eye, she scanned Jasper, looking for anything that might explain why he wouldn’t recover.

	Opening her eyes, she sat back.

	“Anything?” asked Ramsey.

	“It’s odd. I think part of it is bigger than me. Being on this planet is disabling. I can’t stop that. Even if I did help him, I think he would only decline again.”

	“But can you slow it down?” asked Royce.

	“I tried, but I don’t think it did a lot of good. His energy is so scattered; it’s hard for me to zero in on exactly what’s wrong. It’s like he’s half here and half somewhere else.” She cocked her head, thinking.

	“I know that look,” said Ramsey. “What’s on your mind?”

	She spoke to Royce. “Has there been a woman around? Did he come with someone?”

	Royce’s brow furrowed. “Not that I’m aware of. The only other visitors are us and doctors and nurses. Oh, and that nosey cop.”

	“Nosey cop?” asked Sarah.

	“Officer Chappell. She’s been investigating the explosion,” said Ramsey. “She snuck into Jasper’s room to ask him some questions.”

	“She found Jasper in the backyard,” said Royce.

	Sarah squinted. “A police officer comes into a barely coherent man’s room to ask him questions about an explosion? What exactly was she hoping to find out?”

	“Good question,” said Ramsey.

	“Huh,” said Sarah. “Interesting.” Jasper moaned again.

	“If you can’t help him, how long do you think he has?” asked Royce.

	Sarah stared at the sick man and sighed. “Maybe forty-eight hours?”

	Royce’s eyes widened. “That’s it?”

	“Unfortunately, yes. It’s only speeding up.”

	“Hell.” Royce leaned over the bed. “Jasper, where the hell is your ship?”

	Jasper made no response.

	“I know exactly where it is,” said a female voice from behind them.

	They all turned. Sarah saw a petite woman with short, wavy, black hair wearing a police uniform standing in the open door.

	 None of them spoke. The woman rested a hand on her fully equipped belt. “In the woods, seven miles northeast of your destroyed house.” She nodded at Ramsey.

	“Excuse me?” asked Royce.

	Ramsey snickered. “What are you talking about?” He glanced at Sarah and Royce with wide eyes, before looking back at the officer. “Ship? What ship?”

	“I think you’ve been smoking a few illegal cigarettes, Officer Chappell,” said Royce. “And you’re having one hell of a colorful dream.”

	Sarah pointed. “You’re Officer Chappell?” She studied the woman and raised an eyebrow at Jasper. “I see.”

	“You come back to bother him some more?” asked Royce. “He mentioned the Loch Ness Monster a few minutes ago. Maybe you should follow up on that too.”

	The police woman opened her jacket and pulled out a small clear canister. She shook it, and several tiny white pills rattled inside. “And I suppose this is make believe too?” She tossed the container onto Jasper’s bed.

	Ramsey and Royce didn’t speak but stood, slack-jawed.

	Sarah eyed the container and smiled. “Oh. I like her.”

	 


Chapter Fifteen

	 

	“I still don’t understand how she found that ship,” said Declan. They’d all gathered in Sarah’s room as Jasper slept peacefully after receiving his pills.

	“Jasper told her,” said Royce.

	“The man was out of it. Why did she even believe him?” asked Adam. “I can’t believe she located it.”

	“And why didn’t he tell us where the ship was?” asked Eve. “Why tell her?”

	“He likes her,” said Sarah. “They connected.” She pushed up on the bed. 

	“I think we’re all too worried about it. She’s curious, that’s all. It’s not like she’s going to run to the police station and report us,” said Ramsey.

	“What did you tell her?” asked Declan.

	Ramsey threw out his hand. “What did you expect us to tell her?”

	 “We gave Jasper some pills,” said Royce. “Then we told her that there were things about us that were better not discussed with anyone else.”

	Declan shook his head. “Great. Another human who knows about us. That’s not good.”

	“We’re really not as bad as we’re made out to be,” said Grayson. Gillian smiled.

	“Sorry. No offense,” said Declan.

	“So, what now?” asked Eve. “What about Burke? Are we still waiting to hear from him to set up this meeting?”

	“We don’t need the pills for Jasper anymore, so there’s no need to bargain. We just need to get him to a place where we can kill him,” said Royce.

	“By drinking the poison?” asked Gillian.

	“Yes,” said Declan.

	“What about Desde?” asked Adam. “We have to deal with her too.”

	“One bad guy at a time,” said Ramsey. “Hopefully, if we take care of Burke, she’ll simply go home.”

	“I doubt that,” said Royce.

	“Maybe we can take care of both of them at the same time,” said Declan.

	“I hate this talk,” said Sarah. “I wish there was another way.”

	“Me too,” said Ramsey. “But unfortunately, it’s them or us.”

	The room went quiet until Declan’s cell phone rang and he answered. “Morgana?” He listened and his face furrowed. “Really?” He eyed Ramsey. “Tonight? With the full Council?” He sighed. “Ok. It’ll be tricky.” He paused. “We’ll be there.” He hung up the phone.

	“What is it?” asked Ramsey.

	“Burke. He called Morgana. He set up the meet. It’s tonight. With the full Council.”

	“I thought we were going to try for Morgana’s house?” asked Ramsey.

	“She tried. He said no.”

	Ramsey scowled. “When?”

	“In one hour. We have to go now,” said Declan. “Morgana’s made arrangements to get the tampered serum. She’ll have it ready.”

	“Then let’s go,” said Royce, stepping away from Eve’s bed. “Let’s take care of this.”

	Ramsey stood. He gave Sarah a quick kiss and held a look with her before he nodded and headed toward the door. “I’m ready when you are. It’s time for Burke to face his fate.”

	 

	**

	 

	Morgana poured herself a drink. The tea had been replaced with Scotch and she took a healthy sip.

	“You okay, Morgana?” asked Talbot. He stood beside her and drank from his own drink. “You ready for this?”

	Morgana set her drink at her seat at the table. “I’m ready. But a little bit of fortification never hurt anyone.”

	“Here, here,” said Talbot, raising his glass.

	“He’s late,” said Declan checking his watch.

	“He’s making us wait,” said Royce. “Showing us who’s in charge.”

	“Remember, we use that to our advantage. He expects us to cower, to be afraid.” Talbot walked back to the conference table and put his drink down.

	“We should cower. That man will kill us all if he suspects what we’re doing,” said Daphne.

	“Not if we kill him first,” said Ramsey. He pointed at the bar. “It’s the bottle on the right, correct?”

	Morgana sighed. “For God’s sake, Ramsey, please try to remember which is the poisoned one and which isn’t. It’s the one on the left.”

	Ramsey leaned against the wall. “I’m kidding. Just trying to lighten the mood. It’s getting a little tense in here.”

	“You honestly think this is going to work?” asked Estelle. “He may not want anything to drink.”

	“It has to work. What other options do we have?” asked Randolph.

	“This whole scenario is absurd. Who are we? The Justice League?” asked Ben.

	“I agree with Ben. Why don’t we give the man what he wants?” asked Daphne.

	“Because once he gets what he wants, he kills us,” said Declan. “You okay with that?”

	Daphne hesitated.

	“I think she is,” said Ramsey. “As long as she survives in the process.”

	Morgana sat and rubbed her temples. “Daphne, as soon as this is over, I will be initiating dismissal proceedings to remove you from the Council. Your utter disregard for the safety of our people is grounds for ejecting you.”

	Daphne’s eyes widened. “Ejecting me? I think I am the only sane one in the room. The safety of our people is all I’m thinking of. By doing this, you risk all of us. Not just a few.”

	“You believe the death of a few is justified if it saves the whole?” asked Stephens. It was a rare question from the typically reserved councilman.

	“Exactly. Why risk all of us?”

	“What makes you think he’ll stop with the Fletchers?” asked Talbot. “We’ll know who they are and see what they’ve done. Besides, once you bow to tyrants, you will forever be owned by them. I suspect these people are no different. They might disappear for a while, but the moment they recognized a use for us, they’ll be back, wanting something else, and threatening the people we love. We cannot allow that. We make our stand now, or we don’t make it at all.”

	“Here, here,” said Morgana. “Besides, we’ve already taken a vote.”

	“I didn’t vote for this,” said Daphne.

	“You were the only one. Majority rules,” said Anderson. “Talbot’s right. It was only a matter of time before our people returned. It’s unfortunate that it had to be this way though. Things have obviously changed on Eudora, and not for the best.”

	“If we could find a way to get the proper High Child on the throne, then maybe we could change all that,” said Ramsey.

	Royce huffed. “How about we deal with Burke first, before we make me a High Leader.”

	Declan checked his watch again. “Maybe he’s not coming?”

	“He’s coming,” said Royce. “Why else gather us all in one place, other than to—” He went still.

	Ramsey’s eyes widened. Morgana stopped in mid-sip.

	“What?” asked Talbot.

	“You don’t think …” Declan looked around the room. “Would he?”

	“What?” asked Ben.

	“Blow us all up?” asked Morgana.

	“He already tried it once.” Ramsey bent low and looked under the table.

	“We need to get out of here,” said Daphne, standing.

	The doors opened, and Jenkins walked in. “Your guest has arrived.” A tall man with long dark hair pulled back in a bun entered the room. He wore black pants, a long-sleeved shirt and a blue jean jacket. The room went quiet. Morgana thought he looked like a middle-aged man trying to look twenty years younger. Her heart picked up its beat and she stood. “I presume you are Burke?”

	The man stopped in the middle of the room, and Jenkins left and closed the door behind him. Burke eyed the group. “I’m glad to see everyone here. Sorry I’m late. Had a few lingering tasks to deal with.” He put his hands in his pockets. When no one said anything, he smiled. “What? You were thinking I was going to kill you all with another bomb?” He chuckled and glanced at Ramsey. “Sorry about the house.”

	Ramsey glared. “The house? You killed my best friend and almost killed my wife and children.”

	Burke shrugged. “That wasn’t the plan. Next time I’ll do better.”

	Ramsey launched himself at Burke, but Burke raised a hand and Ramsey flew backward and hit the counter of the bar, his side taking the brunt. Morgana held her breath as the bottles swayed but didn’t fall. Ramsey fell forward holding his ribs. Breathless, he spoke. “I’m going to kill you.”

	Declan leaned next to him. “You okay?”

	Ramsey waved him off with a grimace. “I’m fine.”

	Declan faced Burke. “What is it you want?”

	Royce stepped closer. “I know what he wants. Me.”

	Burke turned. “As a matter of fact, I do.”

	Royce loomed over Burke. Burke was tall, but Royce was taller. “I’ve been here the whole time. Why go after innocent people? People who are no threat to you.”

	“My plans changed unexpectedly. Getting rid of you and your sisters was my main objective but adding in the Ramseys was an extra bonus.” He glanced at the Council. “Grays need to learn their place. I find a show of force can be quite effective.”

	Morgana’s chest constricted. She gripped her glass. “You have no say here. No one from Eudora has been to Earth in quite some time. We live peacefully and rule with fairness and equality. There is no reason for that to change.”

	Talbot cleared his throat. Morgana got the message. She was doing a poor job at cowering at this man’s feet.

	“You’re wrong about that,” said Burke. “You have had a few visitors over the years. Your father for one,” said Burke, regarding Royce. “Which is how we got into this mess. And your Uncle Galen, who has never returned home.”

	Royce shrugged. “Maybe he got lost.”

	“Royce is lousy with directions,” said Ramsey, slowly standing and holding his side. “Must run in the family.”

	Burke smiled. “I’m sure.” He glanced down at Royce’s leg. “How’s the injury? I heard about your encounter with Desde. She can be dangerous when threatened.” Royce didn’t move. “But it looks like you’re all healed up.”

	“Desde’s not as tough as she thinks,” said Royce.

	“That or your lovely wife is back up and around,” Burke said to Ramsey. “Glad to hear it. She’s a powerful Red. I’d hoped she’d survive. Maybe once this is over, she’d consider a visit to Eudora. It really is lovely this time of year.”

	Ramsey stepped forward, but Declan put a hand on his chest. “Don’t. That’s what he wants.”

	“Can’t you find a woman of your own?” asked Royce. “Surely Desde is all over you. She loves the easy marks.”

	“Present company, included?” asked Burke.

	Royce frowned. “I sent her on her way, just like I will with you.”

	Talbot stood and walked to the bar. “Gentlemen, this is getting us nowhere. We can bicker for the rest of the day, but for what purpose? Mr. Burke here obviously has something to tell us. He’s a powerful man who needs something. I suggest we listen to him. Maybe we can find a resolution to his problems without anyone else getting hurt.” Morgana held her breath as he picked up the bottle on the left and poured himself a drink, and then poured another glass. He handed one to Burke. “How about a drink before we begin the proceedings. Something to calm the nerves?” He held the drink out.

	Burke paused. “I didn’t come here for a drink.”

	“Have you ever had a good earthly Scotch? You might be surprised.” Talbot held the glass.

	Burke eyed the glass. “Maybe.” He stepped forward and took the Scotch from Talbot. “Once I get what I want, maybe we’ll toast the group.” He put the Scotch down on the table.

	“Tell us what you want,” said Randolph.

	Burke walked past the table and studied a painting on the wall. It was an abstract Morgana had purchased at a local art fair. “Royce and I need to have a chat. He has information I need to know.”

	Royce walked to the table and sat sideways, his long legs jutting out. Burke’s drink was next to him. “What could I possibly know that’s so important to you?”

	Burke turned away from the painting. “It has come to my attention that you have a child. We need to know where it is.”

	Royce went still, and Morgana saw him clench his fists.

	“A child?” she asked. “What could you possibly want from a child?” She returned to the bar and added more Scotch to her glass. She poured it from the left bottle.

	Burke raised a hand. “Surely this is not difficult. The lineage. It’s another High Child. We seem to be collecting them,” said Burke. He moved to the table and sat in the empty seat next to Royce, facing him. “Pretty logical that we need to get rid of them.” He reached for the glass of Scotch in front of him and swirled it.

	Royce’s face went flat. “You wasted a trip. I can’t help you.”

	Burke grinned. “I figured you’d say that.”

	“You figured right. Even if I knew where they were, I’d never tell you. But I suspect you knew that too.”

	Ramsey stepped away, leaned against the bar, and held his ribs, his face unreadable. Morgana hoped he was calming down. If he attacked again, she worried Burke would be too distracted to drink his Scotch, or worse, would kill Ramsey.

	Burke continued to swirl the drink. “Which is why I have a contingency plan.”

	Royce narrowed his eyes and Morgana sat straight, fearing what came next.

	Burke sniffed the drink. “Your sisters, of course.”

	Royce’s face paled, and Morgana sensed the amount of energy it was taking for the man to stay in his seat. He didn’t move though, and Morgana silently willed him to keep cool and follow the plan.

	Royce spoke with an edge in his voice. “I can’t tell you what I don’t know. I didn’t even realize I had a child until after she was born.”

	Burke crossed one knee over the other. “You know it’s a girl?” He snickered. “Good ole’ Adam. Our little double agent. Rushing to tell you everything. How is he by the way? He must be off protecting Eve, I’m sure. Although, she is much stronger than him. I wonder if he realizes that?”

	“I need a drink.” Ramsey poured himself a beverage from the bottle on the right and knocked it back. “Royce, you want anything?”

	Morgana watched him, eying his movements. She understood his motives. Ramsey was buying time, trying to slow things down and give Royce a moment to think. She raised a brow when she saw him quietly slide a drawer on the bar open, his body blocking Burke’s view. Her heart thumped faster. 

	Royce didn’t move. “No.”

	“It’s a child,” said Estelle. “You can’t possibly harm a child.”

	“That’s not my choice,” said Burke. “I simply need to find it.”

	“It’s not an ‘it,’” said Randolph.

	Talbot cleared his throat again. “Let the man talk. Is that all you want? What happens after you get the information?”

	Burke put his drink down and tapped on the table. “I will report back the information to my superiors.”

	“And then what?” asked Declan. He moved closer.

	“I wait to hear what they want to do next.”

	“Next?” asked Ramsey, turning away from the bar and stepping around Declan. “The only answer we want to hear is that you and Desde pick up your souvenirs and go home. You’ve been here long enough.”

	Burke ticked up a brow. “We’ll leave when we choose to leave. As Grays, you have no say in the matter.”

	“Are you saying you might stay?” asked Daphne.

	“It wouldn’t be my choice, but again, I’ll follow the orders I’m given,” said Burke.

	“What about Royce and his sisters?” asked Declan.

	Burke paused, and Morgana waited, suspecting the answer and response. “I’ll be honest. I have been given permission to spare your sisters if you cooperate, but you will still have to die.” He picked up his drink and sniffed it again. “It smells like Brinf. A good bottle on Eudora costs a healthy paycheck.”

	“I’m supposed to tell you where my daughter is and then you kill me? That’s the deal?” asked Royce.

	Daphne stood. “If you and Desde agree to leave the rest of us alone, I say it’s a deal.” She looked at Morgana. “Pour me something. I say we drink to it.”

	Morgana paused. “I think perhaps we should reconsider that deal.”

	“She’s right,” said Talbot. He stood and walked to the bar. “You prefer bourbon, right, Daphne?” He poured from the bottle on the right. “Sorry, Royce, but if it means protecting our people, then we have no choice.” He handed Daphne her drink. “Morgana? What do you think?”

	“This is madness,” said Anderson.

	Morgana studied the group. They all watched her with bated breath. She faced Burke. “We have no guarantees you will leave after this. How can we be sure you’re a man of your word?”

	Royce smacked his fist on the table. “Are you serious? You all are going along with this?”

	“It means saving your sisters and the rest of us,” said Declan. “It’s better than we hoped for. You know how powerful they are. But I don’t want the child harmed, and I agree that we need Burke’s word that he and Desde will leave Earth once they have the information.” He looked at Burke. “Can you guarantee that?”

	Burke sat back. “I guarantee nothing. But I can take it to my superior. If Royce willingly gives us what we want, we can make this as painless as possible.” He leaned forward and nodded at Royce. “For you as well. I promise I’ll make it quick.” He snickered. “You’re lucky Desde doesn’t know you sired a child with Sarna. You’d be dead already, and she would have taken her time.”

	“She doesn’t know?” asked Royce.

	“That information is on a need-to-know basis. And she doesn’t need to know. For obvious reasons. She can be a bit unstable.”

	“She’s not the only one,” said Royce.

	“This is ridiculous,” said Ramsey, throwing out a hand. “You’re going to hand Royce over to the wolves? What’s the matter with you people?”

	“You saw what he did to your house,” said Declan. “You want to live in fear of that again? You want to worry about Sarah and the kids the rest of your life?”

	“What about Eve and Gillian?” asked Ramsey. “They’ll never forgive us for this.”

	“I’m sure they’d rather be angry than dead.” said Daphne. “We’ll have a big funeral for you, Royce. Your sacrifice won’t be forgotten.”

	Royce set his jaw. “That’s very kind of you, Daphne.” He glanced around the room. “Is this what you all want?”

	Everyone went quiet. Royce looked at Ramsey, whose face fell. Shaking his head, Ramsey walked to the wall behind Burke and leaned back against it, his head down. Morgana heard him mumble. “I can’t believe this.”

	Daphne raised her drink. “On our planet, we drink to celebrate. I say we drink to this. Let’s make it official.”

	Morgana hesitated, but then raised her glass. There was a hushed silence in the room, but then following Morgana’s lead, everyone else did the same.

	Burke nodded at Royce. “You don’t have a drink.”

	“You’ll forgive me if I don’t toast my own demise.”

	Burke held his Scotch. “I insist.”

	Royce stared silently.

	“I’ll get him one,” said Declan. He walked to the bar and picked up a glass.

	“Pour from the left one,” said Burke.

	Morgana’s belly flipped, but she made no reaction. There was a brief hesitation from Declan, but then he picked up the left bottle and poured. 

	“I take you to be a Scotch man,” said Burke. He cocked his head. “Right?”

	Morgana swallowed as she observed the two men. Royce never took his eyes off Burke. Declan placed the drink in front of him. Royce picked it up and swirled the amber colored liquid in the glass.

	Ramsey pushed off the wall. “Royce, you don’t have to do this.”

	Morgana sat like a block of ice in her seat, willing Burke to drink.

	“Yes, he does,” said Daphne. She raised her glass, knocked back her drink, and slammed it back on the table.

	Burke held his glass and Royce held his. The room was silent.

	“I’m curious,” said Burke. “Everyone who’s taken from the left bottle is waiting. I wonder why that is?”

	Morgana shifted in her seat. “Perhaps we’ve already had a few before you got here. Best to keep a clear head.”

	“Royce hasn’t,” said Burke. “Have you?”

	Royce’s steely stare didn’t waver. “No.”

	Burke smiled. “If you’re willing to drink, I’m willing to drink.” He paused. “But you first.”

	The side of Royce’s lip rose. “You worried?”

	“Are you?” Burke lifted his glass and clinked it against Royce’s. “To your death.”

	Royce hesitated, but then raised his own drink. Morgana thought her heart was going to pop out of her chest. He wasn’t really going to drink it, was he?

	“To yours,” said Royce. And as he lifted the glass to his lips, Ramsey stepped forward, his hand removing an object from his pocket. He raised it, and Morgana caught a glimpse of the needle just as Ramsey plunged it into Burke’s neck.

	She jumped out of her seat, and Daphne screamed. Talbot uttered a curse as Royce reared up, kicked Burke’s chair and knocked Burke backward and onto the ground. Declan ran forward. Burke, eyes wide, reached for the needle and yanked it out of his neck, but the poison was already taking affect. Morgana watched as the man began to seize and he fought to breathe.

	Royce knelt beside him. “How’s that for a Gray, you son-of-a-bitch.”

	Burke twitched and made a grisly moan. Ramsey never flinched. Ben and Estelle looked away, and Daphne remained in her seat, her hand on her mouth. Morgana held her stomach and was glad she’d skipped dinner.

	Burke gasped, and his lips turned blue. Ramsey finally moved, kicking the syringe out of Burke’s grasp, and kneeling beside the dying man, who clawed at the rug. “That’s for Leroy, and my family.” He leaned closer, gripping Burke’s hair and pulling his head back. He met Burke’s wild gaze. “I hope it hurts like hell.”

	Declan put a hand on Ramsey’s shoulder. “John. It’s done. He’s dying.”

	Burke twitched again, his face taking on a purplish hue. He took one last hitch of breath and then went still, eyes open.

	“My god,” said Stephens. “What did you do?”

	Declan leaned over and put his fingers on Burke’s neck. “He’s dead.”

	“What was that?” asked Estelle.

	“A syringe loaded with serum,” said Talbot. “A contingency plan.” He almost shot back his drink, but then realizing his mistake, he put it down looking a little green.

	“A what?” asked Daphne. “No one mentioned this.” She looked at Morgana. “Did you know?”

	Morgana sighed. “I did. It was a last resort.”

	“What have we done?” asked Anderson.

	“We killed the bastard,” said Royce. He got to his feet as Ramsey got to his. “You okay?” he asked Ramsey.

	Ramsey stared at the dead man, his eyes slightly glazed. “Much better actually.”

	Royce picked up the syringe. “Nice follow through.” He tossed the syringe on the table.

	“I thought so,” replied Ramsey, standing, but a little shakily.

	“This is outrageous,” said Daphne.

	Ramsey, spoke, his face pale. “You know what you can do with your outrage, Daphne? You can shove it up your—”

	Declan took him by the arm. “Easy.”

	Ramsey deflated, and nodded.

	“He knew, didn’t he?” asked Ben. “About the poison in the drink?”

	“He suspected something was up,” said Declan.

	Morgana collected herself. She smoothed her jacket and took a deep breath. “You took the syringe when you were at the bar?”

	Ramsey glanced at Burke’s body and shuddered. “Yes.”

	“You knew he wasn’t going to drink?” asked Talbot.

	“I couldn’t be sure,” said Ramsey. “I felt we needed to prep the back-up plan.”

	“Good thing,” said Royce. “Especially when I’m about to down poison.”

	“How did you know John had the syringe?” Declan asked Royce.

	“I saw him slide it into his pocket.”

	The room went still as the adrenaline kicked in and the ramifications of what they had done began to settle in. Morgana noticed her fingers tremble and clenched them.

	“So now what?” asked Estelle. “We can’t just leave him there.”

	Declan pulled out his phone. “I’ll make some calls. We’ll get it taken care of.”

	Relieved the deed was done, Morgana returned to the bar. “Anybody else need one?” She heard the door to the conference room open. Reaching for a bottle, she turned. “Jenkins, I asked for no interruptions—”

	“Jenkins is not available,” said a woman who walked into the room.

	Morgana stopped and stared as did everyone else. The stranger stood in the entry. She appeared to be around Burke’s age and was of average height with ruler straight, reddish blonde jaw-length hair. She wore a brown pencil skirt with a black jacket and heels. She looked like she was there for an interview.

	She met the gazes of the others in the room. “He won’t be available for a very long time, unless you like dead people to make your appointments and answer your calls.”

	Morgana put down her glass as a cold finger of fear stretched up her spine. Despite the woman’s small size, she exuded a presence far more powerful than Burke’s.

	“Who are you?” Morgana finally managed to ask, trying not to imagine what had happened to Jenkins.

	She moved slowly into the room. “I am Andolina. I am Burke’s superior and a member of Roma’s inner circle. And as of now, I am the new leader of this Council. Under my authority, this group is disbanded, until I say otherwise.” She ignored the shocked sighs and exclamations and looked at Royce. “You have something I want.”

	Royce began to speak when he doubled over and fell to the ground, holding his belly and grimacing.

	Andolina stepped over Burke and loomed over Royce. “And I’m going to get it.”

	 


Chapter Sixteen

	 

	Vee sat in the hospital chair, wondering what she was doing. After returning Jasper’s pills, she’d been called in to assist with a hit-and-run near the local high school. A teenager had been sideswiped by a car and the driver had sped off. The teenager was in surgery for a broken leg and she’d found herself back at the hospital again to talk the victim’s family. It seemed she couldn’t avoid the place.

	After reassuring the parents, she’d planned to leave. Reports had to be completed and after the last crazy few days, she had planned to go home and fall into bed early. She was tired, and to be honest, questioning herself. Had she really found a spaceship in the woods and talked to the man who’d arrived in it? Was the whole family in on it? Were they all from some far away planet, living among humans on Earth? It was one thing to see a UFO buzz by you in the sky, but this was taking it to another level. Maybe it was better to listen to the chatter in her head and avoid these people.

	Mentally, she questioned if this was some elaborate hoax. Were her coworkers going to jump out at her at any moment and say, “Gotcha, VT. We knew you’d fall for it!” But that hadn’t happened, and really, were they that capable? It was hard enough for them to organize their paperwork and keep track of their car keys. How could they plant a spaceship in the woods? And one that could turn invisible?

	Vee rested her forehead in her hands. After talking to the teenager’s loved ones in the ER, she’d ignored her logical self and found her way back to Jasper’s room, expecting to see a protective ring around him, but surprisingly, no one was there. A different security man was posted outside the door, but once she told him who she was, he allowed her inside. If he told the family, she didn’t care. The big secret was out. What else could Jasper possibly tell her?

	Sitting beside the bed, she ran her fingers through her hair and massaged her scalp. The beginnings of a headache made her think she should have followed the plan and gone home to bed. Jasper was sound asleep, although looking much better than before, which pleased her. Maybe those pills had really helped him.

	Groaning, she sat back. She startled when she caught him watching her.

	“Hello,” he said. His voice was quiet but stronger than before.

	She squirmed in her seat, suddenly uncomfortable under his gaze. “Hi.”

	He shifted in the bed and did not appear to be in any pain. His face held a boyish look, like it was Christmas morning. “You came back.”

	She rested her elbows on her knees. “You remember me?” 

	“Yes. You took my hand.”

	She looked at everything but him. “You were a little out of it at the time.”

	“I may not remember the words, but I recall the energy.”

	Energy? That was a strange term to use. She played with her fingers, wondering again why she was there. “You feeling better?”

	“Much better.” He adjusted the covers on the bed. “You found the pills?”

	She recalled the ship in the woods. “I did.”

	“I’m impressed. I thought the ship was well hidden. It’s designed not to be found.”

	Chuckling, she sat back and bounced her knee. Nervous energy coursed through her, and she felt off balance, like the slightest shove would knock her off her chair. Shaking her head, she told herself to pull it together. She was a police officer. She’d dealt with some of the strangest and lowest dregs of humanity. This was a simple conversation. Granted it was with an alien, but still a conversation. “Guess I was lucky. Although it is my first spaceship. Normally, all I find is arrowheads.”

	He smiled, and she warmed. She took off her jacket and put it on the back of the chair.

	He blinked tired eyes. “You must have questions. Is that why you’re here?”

	That sounded like as good an excuse as any. “You might say that, but your friends didn’t seem too eager to answer them.”

	“They’re skittish about outsiders, with good reason.”

	“Where are they now?”

	He reached for the controller and hit a switch. The bed slowly raised. “I’ve been sleeping. They’re probably up with the others. I’m not the only one in the hospital.” The bed at a higher angle, he relaxed against it. “Hopefully we’ll all be out soon though.”

	“Those pills really saved your life?”

	He nodded. “They did.” He glanced at her chair. “Why are you sitting so far back?” He waved. “Pull up closer. It’s easier on my neck.”

	Vee didn’t think she was that far back, but she obliged him and pulled the seat forward so that she was more in his line of view. The moment she did it, that strange off-balance feeling became stronger. It was like there was a magnet between her and Jasper. She couldn’t figure it out. Was that what he meant by energy?

	“Let me have it,” he said, once she was situated.

	“Excuse me?” Her cheeks warmed.

	He smiled again. “You said you had questions.”

	“Oh. Yes.” She stared at the side of the bed, trying to think. “You’re from outer space?” It sounded ridiculous, and she waited for his declaration of absurdity.

	“Yes. I am.”

	She took that in. “And the rest of the group?”

	“Not from outer space, but their roots are.”

	“Roots?”

	“We all originate from a planet called Eudora. The group here are descendants from a community that arrived here many years ago and never left.”

	Could this be true? “And that’s your ship in the woods?”

	“I crash landed. I was in a hurry.” He stared off. “I took some risks and was reckless.”

	“I take it that’s not your normal style.”

	“No. It isn’t.” He shifted again in the bed.

	“Why are you here?”

	He thought about it, and his brow furrowed.

	“You okay?”

	He settled. “You know how long it’s been since you left? Where is everyone?”

	“Your family?” She thought about the car crash and subsequent interview. “It’s been a few hours since I was here earlier. Not sure what time they left your room though.” His attention seemed diverted, but she continued. “Why were you reckless?”

	Her question made him refocus. “I was running out of time.”

	“Why?”

	He pushed up. “Can I use that phone? Do you know what room they’re in?” 

	She felt the discord bubble up. It was like ice against her skin. Something was bothering him. This energy thing had merit. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

	“I need to get in touch. Find out what’s going on.”

	The door opened and a man walked in. Vee recognized him as Adam, one of the men from the explosion. He stopped short. “What are you doing in here?”

	Vee opened her mouth, but Jasper spoke first. “Never mind that. She’s fine. What’s going on? What’s been happening?”

	Adam paused as if debating whether to throw her out. “I brought you some more pills.” He shook the small canister Vee had found on the craft and doled out four white discs. “Here.” Jasper took them and popped them in his mouth. “How do you feel?”

	Jasper swallowed. “Forget about me. How is everyone else?”

	Adam frowned and nodded at Vee, but Jasper waved him off. “Don’t worry about it. I trust her.”

	Vee’s heart thumped. He trusted her? He barely knew her. But something in her chest expanded and she stopped short of smiling.

	Adam hesitated, studying Vee, but then sighed. “Didn’t Royce tell you? We lost three people in the explosion. There were injuries, but everyone’s out of the woods. We should all be out of this hospital tomorrow.”

	“Good. Where’s Royce?”

	Adam paused, and Vee suspected he wasn’t quite ready to bring her into the circle of trust, but Jasper kept waiting. “He, Ramsey, and Declan left about an hour ago to meet with Burke.”

	“What?” asked Jasper. He pushed back the covers, and Vee got an eyeful of lean, muscular legs. He stood and pulled at his IV pole. “I need to get rid of this thing.”

	“What are you doing?” asked Adam. “You’re in a hospital. You’re still recuperating.”

	“Nonsense.” He pulled at the tape and removed the needle.

	Vee stood. “I don’t think you should be doing that.” She grabbed a tissue and handed it to him when the puncture began to bleed.

	“It’s not the first time I‘ve done something I shouldn’t, and it won’t be the last,” said Jasper, dabbing at the blood. “Where are my clothes?”

	Adam shook his head. “Don’t ask me.”

	“They probably cut them off you when you came in,” said Vee.

	“I don’t suppose you picked up my suitcase when you grabbed the pills?” he asked her.

	“Sorry. I wasn’t looking for your laundry.”

	“Doesn’t matter. I didn’t actually pack.” He pulled the sheet off the bed and wrapped it around him. “This will do for now.”

	“What exactly is it that you’re planning?” asked Adam. “If you’re going somewhere, you need a wheelchair.”

	“That’s one thing I hated about these hospitals,” said Jasper. “Too many rules.” Holding his sheet, he walked to the door. “We’re going to see the others. Are Eve and Gillian here?”

	“Yes. So is Sarah and Hannah. We’re waiting to hear from Royce.”

	Jasper pulled the door open. “You can fill me in on who’s who on the way.” He glanced at Vee who still stood there, wondering what was going on. “You coming?”

	Vee considered what to do. She could say no, leave, and never look back. This whole alien thing was absurd. These people believed they were from another planet. Why would she want to get involved? But then she thought of her dad, and their late-night sky watching, and all the dreams she’d had of one day finding what she searched for, plus Jasper’s sexy legs were a big plus.

	She took a step forward, knowing she might regret it one day. “Yes.”

	Adam stood with his mouth open. “I don’t think that’s such a good—”

	“Let’s go,” said Jasper.

	 

	**

	 

	Sarah, sitting in her wheelchair, stared at the clock on the wall.

	“How long’s it been?” asked Eve.

	“Too long,” said Grayson. “We should have heard something by now.”

	“Not necessarily,” said Gillian, who paced at the foot of Eve’s bed. “Any number of things could account for the time. Let’s not overreact.”

	Hannah stared out the window. “That’s one thing I’ve learned from Declan. Never assume anything.” She stepped away and crossed her arms. “That doesn’t help with the worry, though.”

	“How much longer should we wait?” asked Eve. “And what do we do if they don’t call? Go down there and barge into the meeting?” She pushed herself up in the bed. “I can’t wait to get out of this hospital.”

	Grayson moved his arm and shoulder. “I still can’t believe I have no pain. That’s incredible. How do you do that?”

	Sarah continued to watch the clock and didn’t answer. She pulled out her cell phone.

	“I told you she could heal, honey,” said Gillian. “Same way I can feel and know things.”

	“They should have been here by now,” said Sarah. She punched a number on the phone and raised it to her ear.

	Hannah pulled out her cell and stared at the display as if willing it to ring.

	“I know,” said Eve. “That’s what I said.” She glanced at Gillian. “How are you so calm over there? Aren’t you getting or sensing anything?”

	Gillian patted her belly. “I’m trying to stay cool. Getting all worked up is not good for me, or the baby.”

	Eve narrowed her eyes. “I’m still mad at you for not telling me sooner. You’re three months pregnant and the whole time nobody knew.”

	“Sarah knew,” said Grayson.

	“She guessed,” said Gillian. “I never told her.”

	“I’m still mad,” said Eve.

	Sarah hung up the phone.

	“Nothing?” asked Grayson. “Ramsey doesn’t answer?”

	“I’m going to call Royce,” said Eve. She patted the bed. “Where’s my phone.”

	“I’m not calling John,” said Sarah. “I’m calling my mother-in-law, Charlotte. She’s not answering.”

	“Considering she’s got two children to wrestle, she’s probably running late. I’m sure she’s on her way,” said Gillian.

	Sarah nodded and sighed. “I’m sure. She’s notorious for not keeping her phone charged or just not hearing it when it rings.” She rubbed her neck. “I’m just tense and worried. I won’t relax until this Burke is gone and I know John is safe.”

	“And this Desde person. What about her?” asked Gray.

	Not finding her phone, Eve sighed. “She’s just as evil as Burke.”

	“One problem at a time,” said Gillian. “We’ll figure it out. We always do.”

	“You all right?” asked Gray. “You keep pacing. You want to sit?”

	“No. I’m just–I don’t know. Restless.” Gillian shook her hands. “Like I have too much energy or something.”

	“I wish I felt that way,” said Eve. “I just want to get out of this bed.”

	“I’m going to walk a little bit,” said Gillian. “Go down to the cafeteria or something. Get a snack. You want anything?”

	“You want me to come with you?” asked Gray.

	“No. I’m fine,” said Gillian. “Stay here. I just need to get out, use the restroom, maybe get something to drink.”

	“I’ll take a chocolate milkshake,” said Eve.

	“You always did eat when you were stressed,” said Gillian. “I’ll get you some yogurt.”

	Eve snorted. “I don’t want a yogurt. I want some ice cream. And if they don’t have that, get me a cookie or a brownie.”

	Gillian picked up her phone and put it in her pocket. She gave Grayson a kiss. “I’ll look for some trail mix.”

	“I don’t want any trail mix,” said Eve, but Gillian had disappeared through the door.

	Sarah dialed Charlotte’s number again. Listening, she heard it go straight to voicemail. Worried, she hung up the phone.

	“I’m sure they’re on their way,” said Grayson.

	The door opened, and Adam entered. 

	“How’s Jasper?” asked Eve, sitting up. “And where’s my phone?”

	“It’s in the drawer,” said Adam. “And you can ask him yourself.”

	“I’m fine,” said Jasper, who walked in still wearing a hospital gown with a sheet wrapped around him. “I brought a friend.”

	Sarah sat up when the female police officer who’d found Jasper’s pills entered the room. “Officer Chappell?”

	“I told him to stay in bed,” said Adam, aiming his thumb. “And I definitely told him that she needed to stay out of this.”

	The officer paused inside the room, looking uncertain.

	“It’s okay,” said Jasper, holding his sheet. “She found the ship. I think at this point it’s safe to say she’s in the loop.”

	“In the loop?” asked Adam. “Royce is going to be so pissed.”

	Jasper looked in the closet. “Anybody have any clothes I can wear? This sheet and gown aren’t going to cut it.”

	“I can get you something,” said Gray. “I’ve got some clothes back at the hotel.”

	“I can have Declan pick up something too, on his way back,” said Hannah. She watched the phone. “If he’d just call.”

	“That would be great. Thanks,” said Jasper. He pointed. “Hannah, right?” She nodded. “And you’re Grayson Steele? Gillian’s husband?”

	Grayson offered his hand, which Jasper shook. “I am. Gillian stepped out for a second, but she’ll be back in minute.”

	Jasper swiveled. “And you’re Sarah? Married to John Ramsey. You’re half Red-Line?”

	Sarah shook his hand. “I am. Nice to meet you.”

	He turned. “Eve Fletcher? Royce’s sister?”

	Eve raised her fingers. “And your half-sister. That’s me. Gillian and I heard about you and what you did for Sarna. I’m glad to hear she’s okay.”

	“She’s alive and well. But that doesn’t mean she’s safe. Greta, too.”

	“Royce’s daughter?” asked Sarah. “What’s going on Jasper?”

	Officer Chapell shuffled on her feet. “You know. Maybe I should go.”

	“Probably,” said Adam.

	“No. You should stay. We may need you,” said Jasper.

	“Considering what we’re dealing with here,” said Gray. “Adam’s probably right.”

	“I just, um, not sure what to think about all of this,” said the officer.

	“I can imagine this must be somewhat shocking,” said Sarah. She thought back to the time when she had learned who she was and how she had reacted. “For obvious reasons, we can’t tell people who we are. It can be difficult for people to understand.”

	“That’s an understatement,” said Grayson. He walked over to the officer. “I had to adjust as well. I married one of them.”

	The officer shook her head. “This is just so hard to believe. I’m still questioning whether all of this is true.” She looked around. “I mean, you all seem so normal.”

	“We are for the most part,” said Hannah.

	“Except for the moving furniture thing,” said Gray. “And the talking to animals. Oh, and don’t lie to my wife, because she’ll know. It’s really annoying.”

	“Moving furniture?” asked the officer.

	“Officer Chappell?” asked Sarah.

	“Please, call me Vee.”

	Sarah glanced at Jasper and saw him staring at Vee. “Vee, I know it’s a lot to take in, but if Jasper trusts you, then I trust you.”

	“What?” asked Adam.

	“I trust you too,” said Eve. “There’s a reason you’re here.”

	Adam pointed toward Vee. “Just be forewarned. Everything you hear or learn stays with you. You go tell your friends that you’ve just made some new alien acquaintances, we close ranks, and you’re out. You understand?”

	“I don’t really have any friends.” Vee stood still, eyes wary. But she met Jasper’s gaze and seemed to relax. “You’re sure you want me to stay?”

	The empty chair in the corner slid across the room and bumped gently into the back of Vee’s knees.

	“Have a seat,” said Jasper.

	 

	**

	 

	Royce doubled over in pain. Searing hot pokers stabbed into his chest, and he fought to breathe.

	“Enough!”

	He was coherent enough to hear Morgana’s voice. Grabbing at the ground, he gasped when the torture suddenly ended, and he went limp.

	“You understand what I mean now?” asked Andolina.

	“What do you want?” asked Ramsey. “Did you send Burke to kill my family?”

	Royce struggled to push himself off the floor. His muscles felt like jelly. He managed to get to his knees.

	“I could care less about you and your family, but Burke held a grudge. That was always his weakness.” Andolina stared at Burke’s lifeless body. “But it became useful when I realized there was a new High Child.”

	“Royce is on Earth,” said Declan. “There is no way for him to assume his rightful place from here. Roma can keep everything she has without any threat from us.”

	Andolina stepped to the table and picked up Burke’s empty glass. The contents had spilled when Ramsey injected him. “You know there’s another. Royce knows there is another. Jasper would not give us the information, so we came here. We know you were given a letter.”

	Royce began to breathe more easily when Andolina squatted next to him. “Your woman gave birth to a child. I want that child.” She touched his shoulder, and it felt like a drill bit biting into his skin. Royce’s face contorted, but he held still. “Where is Sarna?”

	Royce fought the pain. “I don’t know.”

	The drill bit stopped, and Andolina stood. “Very well.”

	Royce shook his head, trying to clear it. Still shaky, he got his feet under him and stood. He had to hold a chair for support.

	“Sarna and Greta can’t hurt anyone,” said Morgana. “If they are in hiding, let them stay there. Roma is obviously a powerful woman. Why is she worried enough to send a team to Earth?”

	The glasses on the table rattled and began to spin, then flew off and hit the walls, shattering. The glass in Andolina’s hand also flew upward and broke into pieces. Andolina didn’t flinch. “Who are you to question me? You’re nothing but a Gray, sitting here in a pitiful show of power, with a Council vacant of wisdom and ability. I have no idea how such weakness endured for so long.” She moved to the head of the table. “Not any more. This community is now reclaimed and back under Eudoran influence. You no longer do as you wish. You now do my bidding.” She cocked her head. “And you will do it with pleasure.”

	“Excuse me?” asked Talbot.

	“That’s preposterous,” said Randolph.

	Morgana stayed quiet.

	“I’m sorry,” Ramsey stepped forward. “Andy, is it?”

	Declan’s brow furrowed. “John.”

	Ramsey ignored Declan. “I don’t know who you think you are, but we didn’t ask for you and we don’t want you. And as far as I can see, we’ve been doing just fine without Eudoran influence. In fact, the more Eudoran influence we get, the more we get screwed. So why don’t you take your skinny, offensive Red-Line ass back to your messed-up planet. And while you’re at it, put some lavender on your travel pillow. Maybe you’ll relax, and it will make that stick up your butt a smidge more comfortable. Although I’m guessing it’s big, so don’t expect miracles.”

	Declan closed his eyes, and Royce admired Ramsey’s perhaps ill-advised advice. He couldn’t help but chime in. “Actually, I think she’s going to need a lot more than lavender.” He paused. “Maybe some morphine?”

	Something shoved Royce’s chest, and he was lifted off the ground. He flew across the table, catching only a brief glance of Council members dodging him as he slammed into the wall at the back of the room. His head took the impact, and warm liquid dripped down his face. Something heavy was leaning against him, and he saw that it was Ramsey, laying on his side and holding his chest.

	Royce wiped the blood trickling down his cheek and tried to sit up. Ramsey sucked in some air and pushed back against the wall. “I think we pissed her off,” he said with a cough.

	Royce wiped his bloody fingers on his jeans. “I think she was pissed way before she ever got here.”

	Daphne pointed at them. “You two need to shut up. You’ll get us all killed.”

	Andolina flicked her eyes toward the councilwoman. “You should listen to Daphne. Perhaps not everyone here is ill-mannered and disobedient.”

	Royce realized maybe Daphne was right. “I can’t tell you what I don’t know. But I think you realize I wouldn’t sacrifice them to you. I’d die first.”

	Andolina stood taller. “I admire your loyalty. You’re much like your father. But it will serve you as much as it served him. His death was for nothing. Roma still gained power. Just like your death will ensure it.”

	Every muscle in Royce’s body went numb. “His what?” His heart thumped, and it was hard to breathe. “My father’s dead?” He pushed himself to move, making a trembling effort to stand. His muscles did not want to engage.

	Andolina smiled. “I wouldn’t worry about it. You’ll be right behind him. But first, I want the letter.”

	Royce’s numbness disappeared. “Why don’t you go f—”

	“Royce.” Morgana rose from her chair. She’d fallen into it when Royce sailed past her. “Stop.” She spoke to Andolina. “There has to be another way. You know Royce will not reveal the location of his loved ones.”

	Ramsey finally got on his feet with a groan. “I think Andy here just wants to have some fun. She’s obviously run out of people to torture on Eudora.” He winced and arched his back.

	Andolina paused, as if considering her options. “I am here to give you the opportunity to avoid more bloodshed. Burke promised he could deliver, but he failed.” She gave Burke’s body an annoyed stare. “So, I came prepared. You will give me what I ask for. Maybe your own pain does not concern you, but I know someone else’s will.”

	Royce, his mind still wracked by the knowledge of his father’s death, tried to put it to the side. “What do you mean?”

	Andolina walked to the front of the room, near the entry. “You might want to check in at the hospital Royce. Make sure everyone is okay.”

	The blood in his body seemed to pool in his chest. “Don’t go near them.”

	Andolina smiled. “Remember. I gave you the chance to prevent all this.”

	Ramsey picked up his phone. “I’ll call.”

	“That’s good,” said Andolina. “You might want to contact Charlotte first. Check in on the children.”

	Ramsey stopped tapping on his phone and his face went white.

	Andolina stopped moving, her face flat. “What? No jokes?”

	Ramsey held the phone, then hit a button and listened.

	“I’ll call Hannah,” said Declan.

	“This is madness,” said Anderson.

	“Ramsey’s children have no part in this mess,” said Morgana. “How can you involve them? They’ve been through enough.”

	Andolina waited as Royce debated what to do. “You can stop all of this Royce. Simply tell me what I need to know.”

	Ramsey hung up. “Mom’s not answering.”

	Declan ended his call. “The kids are not at the hospital. Sarah’s been trying to reach them.” He paused. “And Gillian’s gone missing. She went to the cafeteria and hasn’t returned.”

	All eyes went to Royce, who stood like a dead tree. His chest constricted, and the blood drained from his face.

	“You have my children?” asked Ramsey, who didn’t look much better.

	Andolina did not acknowledge him but continued to wait for Royce’s response.

	Royce forced his legs to move and walked up beside Andolina. “You want the letter? I’ll get it, but I’m going with you. You hurt Gillian or anyone else, and you will regret it. Burke’s death will be a birthday party compared to yours.”

	Andolina smiled and held the door. “After you.”

	 


Chapter Seventeen

	 

	Ramsey searched his mother’s house frantically, calling for Ethan and Rosie, but no one was home. He heard Declan yelling for them in the backyard, but he knew it was too late. His children and mother were gone. 

	Footsteps on the porch alerted him, and he ran to the door just as Sarah ran in, with Hannah behind her. She fell into his arms and they clung to each other. “We left the hospital,” said Sarah, breathless. “Where are they?”

	“It’s okay,” he said, his own breath ragged. “We’ll find them. I promise.”

	She pulled back, struggling to keep her composure. “What happened?”

	Eve, Grayson, and Adam entered the house with Jasper and Officer Chappell behind them.

	“Where’s Royce?” asked Eve.

	“He went with them…or her,” said Declan, who appeared from the back of the home. “There’s nothing out back. No sign of them.” He and Hannah hugged.

	“He did what?” asked Eve.

	Declan explained the events to the group. Sarah paced, wringing her hands.

	 “How could she just take Gillian from the hospital?” asked Grayson, looking pale. “She would have put up a fight.” He punched a number on his cell and listened.

	“It had to be Desde,” said Jasper. “She likely threatened to harm you or Royce and Eve to get her to cooperate. Just like Andolina did to Royce.”

	Grayson cursed and hung up the phone. “We have to do something.”

	Ramsey frowned and pointed. “You want to tell me what she’s doing here?” He looked at Officer Chappell, who stood in the back of the room.

	Jasper took the officer’s elbow and guided her forward. “I insisted she come. She could help us.”

	“Help us how?” asked Ramsey. “By calling in the cavalry and making this a sideshow with the public?”

	“If I call in a missing person’s report, then more people are out looking for your family members. It could help,” said the officer.

	“And what do we tell them Officer Chappell?” Ramsey asked.

	Vee shook her head. “It’s Vee. I feel at this point we are on a first name basis.”

	Ramsey kicked a chair. “And what do we tell them, Vee? To look for two Eudoran women and their silver spaceship? Last seen in the woods but could be invisible. No known plates?” He walked to the mantel and rested his hands against it, dropping his head.

	“I wouldn’t go that far, but we could at least issue an Amber Alert. If your children are not on a spaceship as you say, but in someone’s home or walking down the street, they could be found.” She turned and faced Jasper. “The same for your siblings.”

	Ramsey uttered an epithet and swiped the books and candles off his mom’s mantel to the floor. A picture of his mother and her grandchildren hit the ground and cracked. He swung around. “Who do you think we’re dealing with here? This is not your run of the mill child abduction. Things go wrong and these people will kill my kids.” He stepped closer. “I don’t need some innocent bystander putting their lives at risk. And I don’t need you getting in the way of my children’s safety because you think you can help. You have no idea what we’re up against.”

	“John.” Sarah walked up to him and put her hand on his arm.

	“Agreed,” said Grayson. “I want my wife back. Alive and well.”

	“This isn’t her fault,” said Jasper. “I brought her here and whether you want to admit it or not, I think she can help us. We don’t have to report it, but she knows this town and she can access information we can’t.”

	Ramsey narrowed his eyes. “Jasper, is it? You show up five minutes too late to my house before it gets blown to bits, taking my best friend with it. Now my kids and their grandmother are gone, and Royce and his sister are missing. As far as I can tell, you bring a lot of trouble with you. How do I know what side you’re on?” He took another step. “Maybe you even led them to us?”

	Jasper didn’t move.

	“John, you’re upset—” said Declan.

	“I’m upset?” asked Ramsey. He snickered. “Upset would be a relief.”

	“I tried to get here in time,” said Jasper. “But Burke was ahead of me. I left as soon as I was able—”

	“Which wasn’t soon enough, was it?” asked Ramsey.

	Jasper stiffened but stayed calm. “I came to warn you. To warn Royce. I know what they want.”

	“How did you even know where I lived?” asked Ramsey.

	“Come on,” said Adam. “I know Jasper. He is not a traitor. He despises Roma and her cronies just as much as I do. He’s the one who sent me here, remember?”

	Jasper folded his arms. “I knew where to find you because Sarah healed me. That day in the hospital when I’d been hit in the head.” He nodded at Sarah. “You don’t know this, but I was very aware of your presence. Your energy leaves an indelible mark. I simply followed it. Plus, being a half-sibling to Royce, Eve, and Gillian helps. All of them together makes them easier to find.”

	Sarah, still holding her husband’s arm, recalled that moment in the hospital. It was the day she’d met Royce and Sarna. “You remember me?”

	“I do.”

	“But why look for us?” asked Ramsey. “Why not go to Royce’s cabin in the woods?”

	“Because I knew of Burke’s plans. He meant to harm all of you. It was a logical choice.”

	“Pretty damn fortunate choice if you ask me,” said Ramsey, his voice low.

	“Honey,” said Sarah. “Don’t take it out on him.”

	Ramsey spoke to Vee. “My advice? Get the hell out while you still can.” He waved a hand at Jasper and glowered. “And don’t get involved with a home-grown Eudoran. They only bring death and destruction. It’s only a matter of time before he’ll hurt you too.”

	Vee stepped back from Jasper, as if she’d been caught stealing. Jasper didn’t move, but his face spoke volumes.

	Sarah put herself between her husband and Jasper.

	“John,” said Declan. “Listen—”

	“Shut up, Declan,” said Ramsey. Sarah gently guided him away from Jasper.

	“You’re overreacting,” said Adam. “I know you’re upset. We all are, but Jasper is not betraying us. He’s helping us.”

	“You better be right,” said Grayson.

	Ramsey shot back as Sarah continued to push him away. “When your kids are missing, you tell me who’s overreacting.”

	“Adam, leave him be,” said Eve, holding his elbow. “We’re all on edge. I’m scared too.”

	Sarah put her arm around Ramsey and managed to direct him into his mother’s bedroom. She shut the door. “Sit down.”

	“I don’t want to sit.” He paced the room, restless, wanting to hit something. “They took our children.” He grabbed a paperweight off a small desk and threw it, leaving a substantial dent in the drywall.

	“I know.” Sarah eyes welled up. She put her arms around his waist. “This is not your fault.”

	He stopped and his head fell. “I should have protected them. I left them alone and vulnerable.” He rubbed his temples. “I should have known this could happen.” His voice was a whisper. “I’m so sorry.”

	Sarah wiped a fallen tear from her cheek. She enfolded him in her arms, and he clung to her. “You couldn’t have known. None of us could have.”

	His hands gripped her back, and his breath hitched. “If something happens to them…”

	She squeezed him. “That’s not going to happen.” She stroked his neck. “Remember who our children are. They are not incapable.”

	He pulled back and sniffed. “They’re just children. They shouldn’t have to fight for their own survival.” He blinked watery eyes. “No matter who they are.”

	Sarah straightened, wanting to dissolve into her own tears, but she knew her husband needed her strength. “Remember? Trust destiny.”

	He moaned and rested his forehead in the crook of her neck. “I hate destiny.” He pulled her closer. “I just want my kids back.”

	Sarah held him. “Me too. But we can’t fall apart. If we want them home, we’ve got to keep it together. They’re counting on us. So is your mother. So are Royce and Gillian.”

	He let go of a deep shuddered sigh. “I don’t know what I’d do without you. I love you so much.”

	She squeezed her eyes shut and a tear escaped. “I love you too.” They held each other for several seconds before Sarah pulled back, wiped her face, and met her husband’s gaze. “You okay?”

	He set his jaw. “I’m surviving.”

	“Good. Now let’s go get our children.”

	 

	**

	 

	Declan stared at the closed door. Hannah moved beside him. “What are we going to do?”

	Grayson ran a hand through his hair. “I have contacts. One phone call and I can get plenty of help. None if it has to go through the police. We can keep it quiet.”

	Declan stepped over and picked up the cracked picture frame and put it back on the mantel. “It doesn’t matter who you get. Guns and military training will not defeat these people. You know that.”

	Grayson’s face fell. “My wife is missing. She’s pregnant. I think I’ve done a decent job of keeping my shit together up until this point. But I’m about to make Ramsey’s outburst look like a romp in the playground if we don’t come up with something more than ‘that won’t work.’ We can’t just sit here and do nothing.”

	“I agree,” said Adam. “Jasper, what do you think?”

	Jasper paused. “Andolina wants Sarna and Greta. That’s why she took Gillian. She took the kids as extra incentive for us to stay out of her way.”

	“Royce went with her,” said Declan. “What happens when she gets what she wants?”

	Eve sat in one of the living room chairs. “Royce will never sacrifice Sarna and his daughter. I know why he went with her. He’ll be looking for a way to get Gillian out of there.”

	Declan walked over to the sofa. “Royce doesn’t know where Sarna is. I think Andolina knows that. She wants the letter Sarna sent to Royce. Why?”

	Adam sat beside Eve on the arm of her chair. “She may think the letter will provide clues to Sarna’s whereabouts.” He shook his head. “How did she find out about the letter?” He looked at Jasper. “Only you, me, and Sarna knew about it.”

	Jasper frowned. “Unfortunately, there was someone else. I had security watching Sarna and I dispatched one of them to bring me the letter. They had no way of knowing who it was from or to, but it would not be hard to deduce. I suspect he was paid handsomely for the information.” He looked away. “I am not immune to stupidity.”

	“We can play the blame game later,” said Declan. He sat on the couch. “We need to figure out what to do.”

	Grayson paced. “If Andolina gets what she wants, what happens to Royce and Gillian?”

	Declan watched Jasper, suspecting he knew the answer. Jasper answered flatly. “She will kill them both.” He looked at Eve. “Then she will likely find and kill you as well.”

	Grayson cursed again. The room went quiet. “What about the kids?” asked Hannah. “Ethan and Rosie?”

	“I would like to think she would release them,” said Jasper. “Andolina is a monster in many respects, but even she has her limits. She’s just using them to keep your friend Ramsey in check. It’s a good bargaining tool, since we know she plans to kill the Fletchers.”

	Grayson stopped pacing. “So we know where we stand. Now we need to figure out what we can do to find her and get our people back.”

	“Andolina is strong. She will be difficult to defeat,” said Jasper.

	Declan stood. “We aren’t defenseless.”

	Vee stepped forward. “I still think an Amber Alert would be wise.”

	“It couldn’t hurt,” said Grayson.

	Declan thought about it. “I see your point, but if Desde is holding them, then that puts anyone who sees them at risk. It puts the kids at risk too. If Desde feels threatened, I worry she could take matters into her own hands.”

	“Desde does not sound like someone who’s going to take the kids out for ice cream,” said Hannah. “She’ll keep them hidden.”

	“Desde thinks only of herself,” said Jasper. “She will use whatever means necessary to ensure her survival. Andolina may have her limits, but I’m not sure Desde does.”

	“Hell,” said Adam. “How do we beat them?”

	Jasper walked over and began to pick up bits of debris from the mantel off the floor. “We have to find them first. Once we do that, then we figure out what’s next.”

	“How do we find them?” asked Eve.

	Jasper put the broken remains on the coffee table. “We could do something similar to what I did to find you. Follow the signal.”

	“We don’t have a connection to Andolina and Desde,” said Adam.

	“No. But you have one to Royce and Gillian. And the Ramseys certainly have one to their children.”

	“That’s a Red-Line skill,” said Adam. “Not everyone can do it.”

	“Eve is a Red-Line,” said Jasper. “So is Sarah.”

	“Partial,” said Eve. “And between me, Gilli, and Royce, I’m probably the least powerful.”

	“Don’t assume anything,” said Jasper. “Certain circumstances can bring out abilities you never knew you had.”

	“I’m willing to try anything,” said Eve.

	“We just need a place to start,” said Jasper. “A thread to follow.”

	“What do you mean?” asked Declan.

	Adam stood from the chair and walked over to the wall, leaning against it. “Energy leaves a trail. If you can find a strong enough marker, that may be all you need.”

	“What about the Council meeting?” asked Grayson. “Andolina was there and Royce left with her. Start there.”

	“No. Andolina will cover her tracks well. And Royce did not know where he was headed, plus he was in a high state of emotion at the time. Not focused. That stream has long since faded.” Jasper rubbed his jaw. “But…”

	“But what?” asked Eve. 

	“How did she know about the Council meeting?” asked Jasper.

	“Burke must have told her,” said Declan. “He arranged the meet-up.”

	Jasper squinted. “That would not be like Burke. He came down here to lead the mission. Roma sent Andolina as back-up to ensure it was complete, and to provide the needed assurance that Burke and Desde did what needed to be done. Normally, Andolina does not do the dirty work.”

	“So, what changed?” asked Adam.

	“That’s pure conjecture,” said Grayson. “Burke could have been filling her in on everything.”

	Jasper cocked his head. “Did she say anything, or do anything, that may have sounded out of place?”

	The bedroom door opened and Ramsey and Sarah stepped out.

	“You two okay?” asked Declan.

	Sarah nodded. “We’ll be better when we get our children back.” She looked around. “Any ideas?”

	“Jasper was asking about the Council meeting,” said Hannah. “Ramsey, you and Declan were the ones there. Did Andolina do or say anything to make you take notice? Something that didn’t make sense to you at the time?”

	Declan noted that his brother didn’t look much better than when he’d entered the bedroom.

	Ramsey cleared his throat. “Other than the part where she threw me across the room, threatened my family, and casually discarded Burke like he was shit on her shoe? No. Not at all.”

	“There was something,” said Declan. He pointed. “When she knocked you backward. Remember?”

	“Vividly,” said Ramsey. He rubbed his back.

	“Daphne told you and Royce to shut up,” said Declan.

	“Nothing new there,” said Ramsey.

	“And Andolina said we should listen to her. We should listen to Daphne,” said Declan.

	His brother paused, but then his eyes narrowed.

	“She knew Daphne’s name?” asked Jasper.

	“She did,” said Declan.

	“No one else used Daphne’s name while she was there?” asked Eve.

	“No,” said Ramsey.

	“It’s a stretch,” said Hannah.

	“It’s a stretch I’m willing to follow,” said Grayson.

	“Where does Daphne live?” asked Adam.

	Declan accessed his phone. “I can find out.” He dialed a number, listened for a moment, then cursed. “No one’s answering.” He hung up and tried again.

	“I can try Morgana,” said Ramsey, pulling out his phone. “She’ll know.”

	“You think we should involve her?” asked Declan, trying to call again. “That’s one more person we might put at risk.”

	“I could care less if she’s at risk or not,” said Ramsey. “Morgana’s always been skilled at taking care of herself.” He swiped at his cell’s screen.

	“I can get the address,” said Vee, stepping forward. “I just need a last name.”

	Ramsey stopped, and Declan put his phone down.

	“That’s a good idea,” said Adam.

	Jasper nodded, and Declan gave her the last name. Vee stepped back and dialed a number.

	“What happens once we have the address?” asked Eve.

	Ramsey walked to the entry and picked up his car keys. “Daphne better hope to hell she’s got answers, or her current problems are going to be minor compared to the shitstorm she’s about to face.” He gripped the keys. “She’ll wish she never met me.”

	“Should we all go?” asked Declan. “I think a small group would be better.”

	“I’m going with John,” said Sarah. She walked up beside him.

	Jasper sat on the couch. “I’ll stay. Eve, Adam, Grayson. I’d like you to stay too.” He glanced at Vee on the phone. “She’ll stay also.”

	Grayson blanched. “I should go. This is my wife. If that woman knows something…”

	“You’ll be the first to know,” said Declan. He grabbed Hannah’s hand. “You’re human, Grayson. It’s better you stay here. Hannah and I will go with John and Sarah. We’ll talk to Daphne and let you know what she says.”

	“What does being human have to do with anything?” Grayson picked up his jacket.

	“Grayson,” said Jasper. “I need you to stay. You may be able to help.”

	Vee hung up the phone. “Got it. She’s actually not too far from here.”

	“Give Ramsey and Declan the address,” said Jasper. “We’re staying put.”

	Vee looked toward Declan, her face unsure.

	“You know too much as it is,” said Declan. “Besides, you’re a police officer, and I’m pretty sure my brother’s on the verge of some illegal activity.”

	“You bet your ass,” said Ramsey.

	“So you stay,” said Grayson. “But I go.” He headed toward the door.

	“You want to find your wife?” asked Jasper.

	“Is that a trick question?” said Grayson.

	“Then what I’m about to show you could be more effective than finding Daphne. She may not know a thing.”

	Grayson stopped, his brow furrowed.

	“You all have a connection to these people,” said Jasper. “Eve to her siblings and you to your wife. That’s critical and there are ways to utilize that. Let them go talk to Daphne. That has merit, but we can also be useful here. Maybe even more so.”

	Grayson paused, closing his eyes. He groaned.

	“Trust me,” said Jasper. He spoke to Declan. “Go. Let us know what you find out.”

	Ramsey took the address. “Come on.”

	 


Chapter Eighteen

	 

	Royce sat on the floor in an empty room. White walls and a gray tiled floor were the only colors in the small space. It was quiet. The only thing he could recall about getting here was waking up on his back. His last memory was getting into the rear seat of a black SUV with tinted windows. That was it. He didn’t even know who was driving the car. He had some sense there was someone else present besides Andolina. A man may have been in the driver’s seat, but he couldn’t be sure.

	His arms and legs felt heavy and he wondered if he’d been drugged. Slowly, he tested his limbs and stood. Everything worked as before. But his head felt like someone had poured gravy in his ear.

	There didn’t appear to be any entry point into the room. He didn’t see a door or any exit in the ceiling or floor. It was all white tile. He walked around, feeling the walls, looking for any weak points, but found none. He thought of Gillian. Was she nearby?

	“Hello?” he asked, but his voice echoed back at him. He pounded on the tile. “Anyone here?” There was no answer. He paced for several seconds. This didn’t look like the inside of any building he’d been in before. He was about to bang on the tile again, when there was a whoosh and a portion of the wall slid open, revealing a narrow doorway. Andolina entered the room wearing the same outfit, her hair still stick-straight. Royce assumed he’d not been out long, unless Andolina wore the same outfit every day.

	She stepped farther into the room and the door closed behind her. Royce thought of Star Trek and the doors that closed on the Enterprise. It wasn’t much different. Was he on her ship? Was Gillian here too?

	“Where’s Gillian?” he asked.

	“We’ll get to that,” she answered. “Where’s the letter?”

	Royce paused, considering his options. “You’ll get nothing from me until I know she’s safe.”

	The side of her mouth ticked up. “Such the big brother.”

	Royce didn’t answer. Seconds passed before she stepped back. “Very well.” She crossed her arms. “Open it.”

	A panel on the opposite side of the room slid open. It revealed another chamber, much like Royce’s, but this one had a small white sofa and Gillian was sitting on it.

	“Gillian…” Royce ran toward her but stopped when he saw the barrier separating him from her. He banged on the glass. “Gillian.” She did not react.

	“She can’t hear you,” said Andolina. “She’s in a soundproof room and all she can see is the same white walls. She has no idea you’re there.”

	Royce smacked the glass again but to no avail. Gillian put her elbows on her knees and pushed her hair back. The good news was that she was unharmed. He turned toward Andolina. “Let her out.”

	“In due time. First, I want the letter. Where is it?”

	Royce hesitated. “I don’t understand why you want it. There’s nothing in there that says where Sarna is. It’s useless.”

	Andolina walked along the border of the room. “That’s where you’re wrong. You still lack the knowledge of what’s possible. Your father could have taught you a few things.”

	Royce ignored the mention of his dad. He didn’t need grief clouding his focus. “What happens to them if you find them?”

	“When I find them.” She leaned back against the wall. “I’ll let my superior know. But I think you know.”

	“Your superior? Roma?”

	“Your half-sibling.”

	Royce set his jaw. “Wish I could meet her.”

	Her lip ticked up again. “I’m sure you do.”

	“How’d you end up becoming her servant?”

	She smiled fully then. “You’re stalling.”

	“Just a question.” A stabbing pain hit him in the belly, and he went down on his hands and knees.

	He heard her heels click against the floor. “You’ll find if you cooperate, this will all go a lot more smoothly. There’s no need to suffer.”

	Royce held his stomach and grimaced. “I want you to let go of Gillian.”

	“No.”

	Royce groaned as the pain sharpened and twisted. It was hard to breathe.

	“The letter.”

	Royce gritted his teeth. Sweat popped out on his skin. The agony moved into his chest, and he slid and fell sideways into the fetal position.

	Andolina squatted beside him. “Pride never saved anyone. You’re just drawing this out.”

	He tried to talk but it was difficult to form words. “Go to hell.” It was barely a whisper.

	She waited, and Royce shut his eyes against the agony. He almost screamed when the pain dissipated and was gone as quick as it came. Royce went limp and a cold trickle of sweat ran down his back. He sucked in a deep lungful of needed air.

	“Hurts, doesn’t it?” Andolina asked. She stood and walked toward the glass. Gillian stood and pounded on the tile as he had done. He couldn’t hear it though. She made no indication that she could see anything other than the walls around her.

	“You’re stubborn, like your father,” said Andolina. “I wonder if your sister is too.”

	Royce reached out. “No,” he said, but his words fell on deaf ears as he watched Gillian fall to the floor, gripping her belly.

	Andolina grinned.

	 

	**

	 

	“Sit with us,” said Jasper to Grayson. He moved to the side of the couch. He waved at Vee too, who still seemed to be hesitant. He patted the seat beside him. Grayson hesitated and Jasper couldn’t be sure if he was angry or sad. Probably both.

	Finally, Grayson sighed, came over and sat on the other end of the couch. Vee sat in the middle.

	“I hope you know what you’re doing,” said Gray. He threw his jacket over the arm of the sofa.

	“What are your plans?” asked Adam.

	“How are we going to help find them?” asked Eve.

	Jasper clasped his hands together. “It’s called Sensing on our planet, or that’s the closest translation. On this planet, you would call it remote viewing. It’s a more advanced skill, but not as difficult when there’s a lot at stake.”

	Grayson swiveled on the couch. “Are you kidding me? Remote viewing?”

	“I’ve heard of it before,” said Eve. “I’ve always wondered if that was possible.”

	“Is this where you try to connect with your loved ones. See where they are?” asked Adam.

	“Yes.”

	“That’s ridiculous. That will never work,” said Grayson. He muffled a curse. “I should have gone with them.”

	“Actually, I believe the military has used remote viewing,” said Vee. “Not that they’ll admit it. But I understand they’ve had some success with it.”

	“This is absurd,” said Grayson. “We need to be talking to Daphne.”

	“You’re sitting in a room with three Eudorans, one of whom just flew in on his spacecraft, and you call this absurd?” said Vee.

	Grayson opened his mouth, but nothing came out except a sigh.

	“I say we give it a shot,” said Adam.

	“Humans have abilities they don’t give themselves credit for,” said Jasper. He pointed between him and Adam. “We are only who you will become.”

	Grayson dropped his head. “I don’t know if I should laugh or cry.”

	Jasper sat forward. “Neither. Just listen. All of you have connections to Royce, Gillian, and even the children, although the Ramseys have a better shot at finding them. But we can use this to our advantage.” He paused. “All you need to do is quiet your mind and pay attention.”

	Grayson groaned.

	Jasper ignored him. “We need some paper, and some pencils.”

	Vee stood. “I saw an office. I’ll go look.”

	“Thanks.” He sat on the floor in front of the coffee table. “All of you sit.”

	Eve and Adam followed his lead and sat on the carpet. Grayson raised a brow, but then finally acquiesced and sat beside them.

	Vee returned. “I found a notebook and some pens.” She ripped off pages and gave everyone some paper and something to write with.

	“Sit beside me,” said Jasper, motioning to Vee. He knew there was little she could do during this exercise, but he liked having her there. She sat next to him. “Now, take a deep breath and go quiet. Clear your minds.”

	He waited as Eve and Adam both went still and did as he asked. Grayson shook his head but finally did the same. He smiled when he saw that Vee was doing it too.

	He allowed a minute or two to pass until he felt the energy in the room calm. Then he closed his eyes as well. “Take your time with this. Go slowly but begin to focus in on your loved one. See them in your head. Feel their presence.”

	He focused in on Royce. He didn’t have the connection that Eve had, but the man was still his half-brother and they shared an energetic thread. “Relax. Just be with them. Allow your mind to guide you and your heart to open. Breathe deeply.”

	He heard the sound of inhalation and went deeper, sensing that the others were doing the same.

	“When you’re ready, pick up your pen and write whatever comes to mind. Words. Shapes. Sounds. Colors. Names. Whatever you see. Discard nothing.”

	Jasper took another deep breath and an image of Royce slowly coalesced in his mind. Continuing to focus, Jasper watched Royce begin to walk. Jasper picked up his pen and began to write. He heard others do the same.

	They sat that way for what seemed like several minutes. Jasper couldn’t be sure of the time. He continued, his pen hovering above the page, writing what he saw, when he heard a loud gasp.

	“Eve,” said Adam.

	Jasper opened his eyes. Eve was pale and holding her stomach.

	“What’s wrong?” asked Adam. 

	She breathed heavily. “Pain. They’re in pain.”

	“Who’s in pain?” asked Jasper.

	Eve let go of her stomach and some of the color returned to her face. “Gillian and Royce. I felt it.”

	“What else did you see?” asked Jasper.

	She shook her head and closed her eyes. “I don’t know. I just … they’re scared.”

	“White,” said Grayson. “I saw white. Everywhere.”

	“I don’t know if this means anything, but I saw trees,” said Vee.

	“There’s a ship. In the woods,” said Adam. “I saw it. It’s big. Much bigger than a usual transport craft.”

	“Where?” asked Grayson.

	“I don’t know,” said Adam.

	“Did you see anything?” Vee asked Jasper.

	Jasper sat back, recalling his vision.

	“What?” asked Adam.

	Jasper stood and walked to the foyer. “I saw a white bag.”

	“A white bag? What the hell does that mean?” asked Grayson.

	Jasper picked up the white plastic bag he’d brought back with him from the hospital. He’d found it in the closet in his room. It contained his tattered clothes they’d removed from him and his shoes. He hadn’t bothered to look any further. Grayson had found some clothes for him to wear and he’d thrown the bag in the entry when they’d arrived at Ramsey’s mother’s house.

	In his vision, he’d seen Royce pick up the bag. Jasper had asked an unspoken question. What are you trying to tell me? Royce had only smiled.

	Holding the bag, Jasper rifled through it, throwing out his dirty clothes, socks, and shoes. At the bottom, he saw it. It was a white envelope. He pulled it out.

	“What is it?” asked Adam.

	Jasper opened it, feeling a little unsteady. Inside was a white sheet of paper, along with a small picture and another set of folded papers, looking much more worn, as if they’d been opened and closed several times. On the white sheet was a note.

	You kept this safe for me once before. I need you to do it again.

	R.

	Jasper knew exactly what it was. Sarna’s letter to Royce.

	 

	**

	 

	Ramsey pounded on the door. “Daphne!” He pounded again.

	“It’s late,” said Sarah. “She may be in bed.”

	“It’s not that late.” He punched the bell several times and was about to hit the door again when the lock turned and it opened.

	Daphne stood there, still in her make-up, but she wore a robe. “What are you doing?” Ramsey pushed his way past her. “Excuse me. You can’t just barge in.”

	“Your excuses are over Daphne,” said Ramsey. Sarah, Declan, and Hannah followed him.

	Daphne tightened the sash around her pink robe. “How dare you? The Council will hear about this.”

	“What Council?” asked Declan. “It was disbanded by Andolina.”

	Her jaw dropped. “You’re not taking that seriously are you? That woman doesn’t care about us. As soon as she gets what she wants, she’ll be back home before you can say Earth. She has no interest in our issues or our Council.”

	“That’s where you’re wrong,” said Ramsey. “She’s taken an interest in our children.”

	Daphne rolled her eyes. “She won’t hurt them. She’s just using them. Then she’ll let them go.”

	Ramsey walked up to her and put his face close to hers. “You know where they are, don’t you?”

	Her eyes widened. “I most certainly do not.”

	“Don’t lie to me.” Ramsey took her by the elbow and pulled her toward her living room. She squawked all the way. Once he got her there, he pushed her into an overstuffed chair.

	“This is madness,” said Daphne, gripping the armrests. “What is the matter with you?” She looked at Sarah. “Do you know what’s going to happen to all of you once I tell the Council? Once I tell the police?”

	Ramsey tried to control his rage. He wanted to punch this woman and it was taking all of his control to stay cool. Sarah put a hand on his arm, and he instantly breathed easier. How she could project soothing energy to him at a time like this, he didn’t know.

	“Daphne,” said Sarah. “We have no interest in harming you, but if you know anything about where Ethan and Rosie are, then you need to tell us. My husband is on the precipice of great destruction, and to be honest, I’m not far behind him.”

	“But I can’t tell you what I don’t know,” said Daphne.

	“Andolina knew your name,” said Declan. “She used it at the meeting. How is it that you’re on a first name basis?”

	Daphne froze. The color left her cheeks.

	Ramsey clenched his fists. “What do you know?”

	Daphne didn’t answer.

	“Just tell us,” said Hannah. “I’m sure there must have been a reason why you would put innocent children at risk.”

	Daphne pulled back. “I would never harm a child. I didn’t think…”

	Ramsey stepped closer. “You didn’t think what?”

	Daphne’s face fell and for the first time, Ramsey believed the woman was scared.

	Sarah squatted beside the chair. “Tell us what you did, Daphne.”

	“I–I–He came to my house,” she sputtered.

	“Who came to your house?” asked Declan.

	“Burke.” She looked away from Ramsey.

	Ramsey’s heart thumped in his chest. “When?”

	If it was possible to look like a ghost, then Daphne did. “Five days ago.”

	“Five days?” asked Hannah.

	“That was right before the explosion,” said Sarah.

	Ramsey was sure his own face was ghostlike. “Before the explosion?” He clenched his jaw. “What did you tell him?”

	She sat up and spoke with more vigor. “He told me what he wanted. Royce. That was all. He wanted the High Child.”

	“And you gave Royce to him? You gave all of us to him?” asked Declan.

	“He didn’t want all of you,” she yelled. “He told me he wanted to keep this simple. But if he couldn’t find Royce, then he would have to do it the dirty way. Said he would go through each of you until someone told him where Royce was. He said he would kill Royce’s sisters, then he would have no choice but to harm your families. He told me if he had to, he’d destroy the Council. Nothing would be off limits.” She shook her head. “I knew Morgana was going over to your house the next day. That you were having a big dinner with the Fletchers. So I told him Royce would be there.”

	Ramsey’s heart stopped and everything went white. He thought of Leroy and Olivia and Drake. His wife and children.

	“What have you done?” asked Declan.

	“You killed them,” said Hannah.

	Daphne went rigid. “I didn’t kill anybody. I didn’t set the bomb. He was only supposed to find Royce—”

	“I’ll kill you,” Ramsey grabbed her by the shoulders and yanked her up. Daphne screeched.

	“Ramsey!”

	The shout stopped him cold. Everyone looked toward the voice as Daphne punched at him with little effect.

	Morgana stood in the foyer, watching the scene. Talbot, the other councilman, stood beside her. “Let her go,” said Morgana. Her steely eyes never left his.

	Ramsey tried to breathe. “This woman is to blame for everything. She knows where my children are.” He tried not to shake Daphne, but he was only somewhat successful.

	“Then I suggest you not kill her.” Morgana walked into the room. Her hair was pinned up and she still wore the same navy-blue pant suit from the Council meeting, but she had added a navy and white pinstripe scarf. She looked like she’d just stepped off the tarmac of a private jet.

	“She told Burke everything,” said Sarah.

	“I heard,” said Morgana. “I see all of you were also curious as to how Andolina knew Daphne.”

	“Now we know,” said Talbot. He wore a wrinkled gray suit and looked like he’d just stepped off a red-eye flight.

	“I didn’t do anything wrong,” said Daphne, squirming in Ramsey’s grip.

	Ramsey pulled her closer. “You what? That man almost killed my entire family. Leroy is dead because of you.”

	She squawked again. “He didn’t tell me that was his plan.”

	“Why didn’t you warn us?” asked Sarah. “You could have told us he was coming.”

	Daphne stopped squirming. “And what would you have done? You would have told Royce. He would have hidden and Burke would have come after all of us.”

	Ramsey fought the urge to throw her across the room. “He did come after all of us. Don’t you see that?”

	“You’re hurting me!” screamed Daphne.

	“You think this is painful?” asked Ramsey. “I’ll show you pain…”

	“Ramsey. This accomplishes nothing,” said Morgana. “You can take out your anger later. You can borrow my cardboard cutout of her and obliterate it if you wish. Right now, we have to find your children.”

	Sarah put her hand on his arm. “She’s right. I’d love to throttle her too, but we can’t.”

	Ramsey gritted his teeth. He envisioned shoving Daphne into a pile of sharp instruments and watching her writhe in pain, but knew it was pointless. Forcing himself to take a breath, he shoved Daphne back into the chair. Daphne fell into it with a gasp and the chair tilted backwards.

	“Then somebody better get her to talk, because if I have to do it, she’s gonna find out what it’s like to be inside a burning home.” He lowered his voice and glowered. “With no way to escape.”

	Daphne sat up. “How dare you—” 

	“Be quiet, Daphne,” said Morgana. She pulled off her scarf and laid it on the couch. “I suggest you consider your next words carefully. Unless you prefer to be medium rare before this day is done.”

	“Try well done,” said Ramsey.

	Daphne huffed. “I don’t know anything.”

	Morgana stepped in front of Ramsey, blocking Ramsey’s path to Daphne. Ramsey thought that was smart. He moved back, and Sarah put her arm around him.

	Morgana crossed her arms. “You may think that, but I’m sure Burke must have told you something that might be of some use. Think. I know it’s not your strength but try anyway.”

	Daphne curled her lip. “You’ve always thought you were so high and mighty. I’ve tried for years to get you replaced as head of the Council.”

	Morgana leaned down, putting her hands on the arms of the chair. “I know, Daphne. Why do you think you failed?”

	Daphne scowled and leaned back.

	“Tell us about Burke’s visit. What did he tell you?”

	“Nothing about taking the children. He didn’t mention them.”

	“He may not have spoken of it specifically, but any detail may be important. Don’t assume anything.”

	Daphne wrung her hands. “He said he would kill Royce, but he told me he would take him to his ship first.”

	“Ship?” asked Declan. “Where?”

	“He didn’t say. It’s not like he had a map.”

	“What else?” asked Morgana.

	“Once he had Royce, he and his associate would take care of it. He said they would do it quick.”

	“His associate?” asked Talbot.

	“Desde. He called her Desde.”

	“And where is this Desde?” asked Morgana.

	“How should I know? I assume on his ship, waiting for his return.”

	“That’s going to be a long wait,” said Declan. “With Burke gone, Desde will be reporting to Andolina now.”

	“Undoubtedly,” said Morgana, straightening. “Andolina arranged to have Gillian taken and for Desde to find the children. Desde likely took the Ethan and Rosie to Burke’s ship to wait. It’s the most logical place.”

	“How do we find that?” asked Talbot.

	They all regarded Daphne, who dropped her chin. “Well, don’t look at me.”

	“We draw her out,” said Declan.

	“What do you mean?” asked Hannah.

	Declan thought about it. “Based on what Royce told us about Desde, we know she’s vain, vapid, and power hungry. She’ll stop at nothing to get what she wants. If we can offer her something, we may be able to bring her out into the open. Expose her.”

	“What could we offer her that Andolina can’t?” asked Ramsey.

	The room went quiet as they considered the question.

	Sarah stepped forward. “What about me?”

	Ramsey held his breath. “Absolutely not.”

	“Why you?” asked Morgana. “How would that benefit Desde?”

	Sarah regarded Hannah. “You told me what Burke said. That he considered bringing me back to Eudora as a gift to Roma. Maybe Desde would be just as interested.”

	Ramsey’s body temperature took a nose dive. “There is no way in living hell we are using you as bait. It’s too dangerous.”

	“It’s not a bad idea,” said Talbot.

	Sarah faced him. “If it can bring our children back, it’s worth it.”

	Ramsey shook his head. “Or I could end up losing all of you.”

	“Desde’s not dumb. She’ll smell a trick from a mile away. She’d have to believe it,” said Declan.

	“We are not doing this,” said Ramsey.

	Declan’s face softened. “Listen. I know this is scary, but if Desde goes for it, and she ends up bringing Sarah back to the ship, it would be like breadcrumbs leading us straight there. Sarah’s not helpless either.”

	“That’s what I’m afraid of. Desde will take precautions to ensure Sarah is subdued,” said Ramsey. He took Sarah’s hand. “She could hurt you.”

	Morgana raised a brow. “If Desde is power hungry, like Burke, then this might work.”

	“If she thinks she has the upper hand, that could be her downfall,” said Hannah.

	“Sarah…” Ramsey didn’t know what else to say.

	Sarah cupped his face with her hand. “You would do it in a heartbeat. I wouldn’t like it but I would trust your judgement. Now you have to do the same for me.” He put his hand over hers. “I’ll be okay and so will our kids. I promise.”

	Ramsey knew she couldn’t guarantee that outcome, but he knew his wife. If she’d made up her mind, she was going to do it, especially if it meant protecting her children. He groaned and pulled her close. “I don’t want you to do this.”

	“I know. But I have to. This is Ethan and Rosie. We have to do whatever it takes to get them back.”

	He bit his lip, knowing she was right. His chest constricted. “You better come back to me,” he whispered in her ear.

	“I will,” she whispered back.

	“There’s just one problem,” said Declan. “How are we going to find Desde? It’s not like we have her cell phone number.”

	“Actually, we might,” said Talbot. He nodded at Morgana, who pulled a small silver square object out of her pantsuit pocket.

	“We found this in Burke’s jacket,” said Morgana. “It’s beeped a few times. It’s similar to something Adam used when he came to Earth. We think it’s a communication device.”

	Declan stepped close, took the object and studied it. “Well, that’s helpful. Anyone know how to work it?”

	“I’m sure we can figure it out. But the bigger question is who is going to offer Sarah to Desde? Who is Desde going to trust enough to even consider it?” asked Talbot.

	Morgana regarded Daphne. “I can think of one person.”


Chapter Nineteen

	 

	“No. Stop. Leave her alone.” Royce tried to stand, but his legs had no power. He watched in misery as Gillian curled into the fetal position, holding her belly. “I’ll tell you,” he screamed. “I’ll tell you where the letter is. Just stop.”

	Gillian’s tension eased, and she went still. Royce dropped his head to the ground. “Don’t hurt her anymore.”

	Andolina leaned over him. “I didn’t have to hurt her in the first place. Nor you for that matter. You just chose to be stubborn.” She sighed. “That’s a strong trait in your family. Roma has it too.”

	He lifted his head. “You’re doing all of this because my sister is worried about losing her precious seat on the throne?”

	“Basically, yes.” She straightened and walked back to the wall. “Plus, we can’t have a half-human take power. It’s unheard of. Your ascension risks many people in important positions. It would tip the balance in ways you would not understand. Plus, by keeping you away, I improve my position and standing. It’s a win-win.”

	Royce struggled to get up, but his limbs were shaky. He kept an eye on Gillian who was still lying on the ground. “And what about my father? Was his death at another’s hand?”

	She moved around the room, aimlessly running her hand along the wall. “Your father was a popular leader, but he was weak. Galen knew that. Your father confided in him, and it was his downfall. It was only a matter of time before he would be ousted. He could have prevented it, but that stubborn trait, plus his love for his family, was what brought him down.”

	Royce got his wobbly legs under him and stood. Sweat trickled down his back. “Jasper told me last year that he was sick.”

	“He was, and rightly so. He was being poisoned.”

	Royce swayed. “What?”

	“He figured it out eventually, but not before it was too late.”

	Royce’s heart constricted. “How can you live with yourself? How can Roma?”

	She rested against the white tile. “Not that hard, really. Now, let’s get back to business.”

	“What about Jasper? He’s Roma’s brother. He knows what you’re doing. How do you plan to handle him?”

	She cocked her head. “Jasper. Probably the most stubborn of all of you. We tried unsuccessfully to get him to reveal Sarna’s location, but he kept quiet. I’m impressed he survived. He’s quite loyal to you.”

	Royce recalled Jasper’s unexpected and disheveled appearance in the Ramsey’s backyard. “What happens to him after this?”

	“Since he’s her brother, Roma will likely have him banished. He’s been a thorn in her side for a long time.”

	Royce walked over to the glass where he could see Gillian. She was slowly uncurling and seemed to be okay. “What happens to her once you have the letter?”

	Andolina paused. “I have my orders.”

	Royce put his hand on the wall. “There’s no point in giving you anything if you’re going to kill her.”

	“Which is why I have been given permission to spare her. Eve, too, provided you cooperate. As long as they remain on Earth, they will be safe. Unfortunately, I cannot provide the same protection for you.”

	“I don’t care about me. I just don’t want her and Eve harmed.”

	Andolina nodded. “I’ve never been fond of killing pregnant women. So, do me and yourself a favor and tell me where Sarna’s letter is.”

	“What about the Ramsey children?”

	“They will be released as well.”

	“And Sarna and my daughter? What happens to them?”

	Andolina hesitated. “Roma wants their location. What happens after that is out of my hands.”

	Royce swiveled toward her. “I’m supposed to sacrifice the woman I love and my child to you?”

	She studied him. After a moment, she stepped away from the wall and approached him. “I have some sway. I will try to have them banished. But I cannot guarantee anything. At this point, it’s the best you can hope for.”

	He looked back and saw Gillian stir and push up. She was shaky but managed to get back up on the couch. She held her head and rubbed her stomach. Royce’s heart broke when he saw her wipe a tear off her cheek. He took a deep breath. “Fine. I know who has the letter.”

	“Who?”

	 Guilt weighed him down and he slumped. “Jasper.”

	Andolina’s brow furrowed. “Jasper is on Eudora.”

	“You might want to check with your superiors. He escaped and found his way here. He came to warn me. Unfortunately, Burke arrived first.”

	“Jasper is here? On Earth?”

	“Yes.”

	She chuckled. “Jasper never ceases to surprise me. He has more lives than all these earthly cats of yours.” She paused. “You understand he must not refuse me, or I cannot guarantee the safety of anyone.”

	“He won’t refuse you.”

	“Where is he?”

	“Last I saw, he was in the hospital. I put the letter in a bag with his belongings. You’ll have to figure the rest of it out on your own.”

	Andolina squinted her eyes, gauging his truthfulness. After a few seconds, she stepped away. “Very well. Let’s hope he cooperates.”

	“I want Gillian and the Ramsey children released once you have it.”

	“You have my word. And I’ll make it quick for you. You won’t suffer.”

	Royce closed his eyes. “If you have any say in it, then protect my daughter. I don’t care what you do with me.”

	He heard nothing for a moment, then only footfalls on the tile and a whooshing sound. He opened his eyes and saw she was gone.

	 

	**

	 

	Vee knocked softly. She stood outside the door to the master bedroom, which she assumed belonged to Ramsey’s mother. Glancing into the living room, she saw Eve and Adam sitting on the couch, talking softly. Eve still held her stomach, as if she still felt the ghostly pain. Grayson had stepped outside for a moment, needing air. He was restless, and Vee worried he would do something rash, and probably would have already, if he knew what to do or where to aim his anger.

	She knocked again. Jasper had disappeared into the room shortly after finding the letter. She’d given him some time, but the longer she stood there, the more out of place she felt, like a bowling ball at a Ping-Pong game. Why was she here?

	She heard a soft “come in” and opened the door. Stepping inside, she saw Jasper sitting at a desk. He held folded papers, slid them into an envelope and put them into an interior jacket pocket. She closed the door. “The natives are getting restless out there. Is everything okay?”

	“I read the letter. I know why she wants it.”

	Vee closed the door and held up a hand. “Listen. Before we get any further into this, I’m going to leave.”

	He stood. “No. You should stay. Your position, familiarity, and knowledge of this town make you a powerful asset.”

	“I’m a police officer. There are about a million rules I’ve broken since I found those pills. There are children missing, plus Grayson’s wife. He stepped closer and that familiar tingle she had first felt at the hospital buzzed louder. She couldn’t figure out why it wouldn’t go away. “I have to follow my instincts.”

	“And what are your instincts?”

	“To report this. To tell my superiors what is happening here. If this goes bad, it will be my fault.”

	“No. It won’t. And those aren’t instincts. That’s just logic. Do you really think if you tell them that they’ll be able to help?”

	She opened her mouth to speak but then had to consider the question. “They may not be able to find this Desde person, but it’s more eyes looking. You don’t know where they are. If she brings them out into the open, somebody might see them. There’s also Gillian Fletcher to consider. Her husband is a powerful man. One word from him could bring in the cavalry. That would help too. I’m surprised he hasn’t done it already.”

	He sat on the bed and patted the space beside him. “Sit down.”

	Cautious, she sat, but a comfortable distance from him.

	“I know all of that sounds perfectly reasonable and makes sense. But we’re not dealing with your basic human kidnapper. Desde has a variety of talents and if she feels threatened or backed into a corner, she’ll use them. What do you think would happen if your police force found her and tried to bring her in? She could fling them across the room, break their bones, crush their throats, take their weapons. It puts your people at risk, as well as the kids. The same for Gillian. Grayson knows that. His people are no match against Andolina. Plus, I don’t believe they wish to harm the children. Once they have what they want, they’ll let them go.”

	She shook her head. “I’ve been doing this job too long. I’ve seen plenty of times where nothing went as planned.”

	He was quiet for a moment, then reached over and put his hand over hers. Heat traveled up her arm and she almost pulled away. “Ask yourself something,” he said. “How did you find my pills? They were in the woods on an invisible other-worldly craft. Was it logic or something else?”

	Vee thought back. His questions were only confusing her more. “It wasn’t logic.”

	“No. It wasn’t.” He paused. “You trusted your gut, and it led you in the right direction. It’s hard for people to do, but it’s going to be crucial for us. I’ve found through all of this that it’s been the moments I’ve trusted my inner guidance that are the most powerful, even when things are at their worst.” He squeezed her fingers and the tightness in her shoulders eased. It was a strange sensation. “I know this is a lot to process. You’re talking to someone from outer space whom you’ve just met and you’re questioning everything. It’s why we can’t reveal who we are. Most won’t accept it and will fear it. But, as you may have figured out by now, there are some of you who kind of like us, and we found and Binded with them, which is how we find ourselves in this situation.”

	“Bind?”

	He smiled. “When Red-Lines take a mate. Sort of like marriage, but not really.”

	There was so much swirling in her head, she didn’t know what to say. “I just think—”

	“Stop doing that. That’s why you’re confused.” He stood and pulled on her hand. She stood beside him. “What does your heart tell you? Listen to that.”

	Her heart was thumping, and she didn’t want to talk to it, because she suspected what it might say. Stay. Trust him. You have a place here. But she didn’t want to believe it. Too many times she’d been called crazy and insane for following her heart and she didn’t want to go through it again. The only one who’d truly understood her had been her father.

	“You have a place here, Vee,” he said. “I think you know that.” She startled when he’d repeated her own inner thoughts back to her. “I don’t know why, but you found your way to us. That wasn’t logic, that was fate. I think that’s been your path all along.”

	“But why? Who am I? What do I have to offer?”

	He smiled again, and her heart flipped. God. What was the matter with her? “You don’t know? You have more skills than you realize. You’re highly intuitive, Vee. I suspect you’re picking up on things right now that are surprising you. It’s happening to me too. I didn’t expect…” He rubbed his thumb over her palm.

	She swallowed, and her cheeks warmed. Could he hear her heart beating? Or was his heart beating as fast as hers? Just the thought made her think it was true. Did he have feelings for her? But they’d just met. And he wasn’t from Earth. Hell. She was falling for an alien. What would her dad think about that?

	She took a deep breath. “I don’t know what to believe.”

	He took a step closer. “Maybe I should take my own advice. We should both trust our instincts.”

	She watched in slow motion as he reached out with his free hand and touched her cheek, then trailed his fingers down her jaw and to the back of her neck, where he pulled her closer. Her heart racing, she thought she should resist, but the pull was too strong. Leaning close, his face stopped near hers, his lips only inches away. His breath fanned against her skin, and he smelled like almonds. A need so strong swirled in her belly, making it hard to breath. It took all her strength not to jump into his arms. Taking his advice, she stopped thinking and moved closer. Their lips brushed together when there was a loud pounding on the door. Vee jumped back.

	Grayson’s voice traveled. “Hello? What’s going on in there? Are we just going to sit on our asses all day?”

	 


Chapter Twenty

	 

	Ramsey sat in the passenger seat of Declan’s car, watching and listening. The seconds ticked by as fast as a sloth uncurled from sleep. He questioned for the millionth time what he was doing. Using his wife to bring out the bad guys brought up too many hard memories he’d tried to forget. He didn’t know which was worse, almost losing Sarah to another evil Red-Line a few short years ago or losing his kids now. They were equally devastating. And now she was risking her life again.

	He sighed, and Declan looked over from the driver’s seat. “She’ll be okay. She’s a smart lady, and she can handle herself.”

	“Would you say that if this was Hannah?”

	Declan raised a brow at him. “Probably not, but you’d be telling me the same thing.”

	Ramsey thought of Leroy, who’d given him similar advice in the past. He missed his friend’s calm and steady presence. He needed it right now.

	Hannah leaned forward from the back seat. “You’d be a basket case and you know it.” She patted Ramsey on the shoulder. “But he’s right. Sarah knows what she’s doing. This will work.”

	A male voice came over a walkie-talkie that Declan held. “There’s a car approaching from the west.”

	They turned and saw a dark sedan coming down the street. It slowed in front of Daphne’s house and pulled into the driveway. The windows were tinted, and Ramsey couldn’t see the driver. The car idled in front of the house.

	Once they’d decided to move forward with the plan, despite Daphne’s initial reluctance, they’d managed to figure out Burke’s “phone” if that’s what it was called. After calling and talking to Adam, they’d accessed a panel, and punching a few buttons, there’d been a beep, then static, and a female voice had answered. Daphne had handled the conversation well. Confirming it was Desde, she’d mentioned Burke’s untimely demise and his interest in Sarah. Desde seemed to have no reaction to Burke’s death, so she either already knew or it was confirmed she was a psychopath. Daphne inquired if Desde valued Sarah as much as Burke. There’d been a pause, but then she’d shown interest. She wanted to meet. Not wanting to waste time, Daphne had provided her home address and told her to come in two hours. After the phone call, they’d come up with a plausible story, and Declan called in his crew. They’d contacted Grayson and given him an update. Within an hour, they’d installed a couple of listening devices in Daphne’s house and had a man on the street. Morgana and Talbot were in Talbot’s car down the road, listening as well. 

	Several seconds passed, and Ramsey saw the back door of the idling car finally open. A woman with long, curly, blonde hair emerged from the back seat, wearing slim black pants, a snug fitting red V-necked shirt, and a black leather jacket. Her heels were at least four inches high.

	“Apparently, she likes earthly shopping,” said Hannah.

	“I wonder where she gets the earthly money,” asked Declan.

	“Probably better we don’t know,” said Hannah.

	Ramsey held his breath as Desde approached the front door and rang the bell. The sound of a door chime traveled through Declan’s phone. It was clear and easy to hear.

	Daphne answered the door. By then, it was after ten o’clock, but Daphne had changed out of her robe and reapplied her heavy make-up. Apparently, this sort of situation required it.

	“Come in,” said Daphne. Her voice traveled clearly.

	They watched Desde walk inside and the door shut behind her.

	“Here we go,” said Talbot’s voice over the walkie-talkie. Ramsey forced air into his lungs.

	They heard footsteps on Daphne’s tile floor. “I must admit, your phone call intrigued me,” said Desde.

	“I’m sure it did,” said Daphne. “I suspect I was the last person you expected to hear from.”

	“Burke mentioned he’d spoken to you. But I’m curious. How did you know to contact me?”

	Ramsey waited to hear Daphne’s answer. This was the part that was tricky, making sure their cover story was plausible. If Desde smelled deception, she’d be gone, and would likely leave somebody dead in her wake.

	“I’m a member of the Council. I know a lot of things, including your involvement with Royce Fletcher. The man hates you.”

	Ramsey heard a faint laugh. “Most men do,” said Desde. “But he was one of my more memorable conquests.”

	“I don’t doubt it.”

	There was a brief pause. Ramsey tapped on the car door panel until he heard Desde speak. “I’m curious. What’s in this for you? Why give up one of your own?”

	“Have a seat,” said Daphne. “I’m not stupid. I can see the writing on the wall. You and Andolina are powerful women. Burke was powerful too.”

	“Burke was stupid. He should have known better. To be honest, it’s better he’s gone. Too many roosters in the hen house. Is that your saying?”

	“Close enough.”

	“Andolina is different though,” said Desde. “She knows what she wants and she gets it. I’m the same way. Burke just wanted to impress Roma.”

	“Isn’t that what you want?”

	Another pause. “Easy, Daphne,” said Declan. “Don’t piss her off.”

	“No. It’s perfect,” said Ramsey. “It’s exactly what Desde likes. Directness.”

	Desde spoke. “He wanted to get her in the sheets. He’d always had a thing for her, and she knew it. Used it, too. Men are always so weak when it comes to sex. I just want power. Like Andolina.”

	“Which is why I got in touch,” said Daphne. “Andolina disbanded our Council. I’ve been trying for years to get rid of that hag, Morgana, and now I have a shot. I figure if I show a little good faith, maybe you’ll put in a good word for me. I give you Sarah, and you make me head of the new Council.”

	Another moment of quiet ensued. “She’s good,” said Talbot over the line.

	“Too good,” said Morgana. “Remind me to banish her when this is done.”

	Declan smiled.

	“Interesting,” said Desde. “I suspected there was corruption in your group. You couldn’t all be sunshine and rainbows. I’m glad to see I was correct.”

	“You are,” said Daphne. “I’m tired of the status quo here. Plus, Sarah’s husband Ramsey is a pain in my ass. This might shut him up for a while.”

	Morgana’s voice returned. “On second thought, maybe we’ll keep her.”

	Ramsey grabbed the walkie-talkie and clicked the button to speak. “She better pray this goes well.”

	Desde’s voice returned. “I do find that men usually are, especially the good-looking ones.”

	Daphne made a scoffing noise. “I find him to be quite unattractive.”

	The walkie-talkie clicked. “Maybe I’ll give her my job,” said Morgana.

	Ramsey clicked the button again. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

	“Immensely,” came the response.

	“Shhh,” said Hannah. “They’re talking.”

	“I like you, Daphne. You remind me of me,” said Desde.

	“I was going to say the same thing about you,” replied Daphne.

	“Maybe she’s a little too good at this,” said Declan.

	“Okay,” replied Desde. “I’ll put in a good word for you and you give me Sarah Ramsey. I’ll take her to Roma, and Roma can use her as she sees fit. A half-human, half Red-Line would be of great interest back home. We so rarely see such oddities. I know Burke liked her.”

	Ramsey rubbed a hand through his hair.

	“She’s a healer,” said Daphne.

	“It’s unusual for a cross-breed,” said Desde.

	“God,” said Ramsey. “What the hell are we doing?”

	“Getting your children back from this witch,” said Declan.

	“Where is she?” asked Desde. “She’s not going to just board my ship.”

	“She’s in the bedroom, sleeping,” said Daphne.

	“At a time like this? With her children missing?”

	The walkie talkie squawked. “Let’s hope she buys it,” said Talbot.

	Daphne spoke. “She’s a wreck. Completely blindsided by all of this. When she heard what happened, she blamed her husband. They got in a huge fight. Morgana called and spoke with her, told her what happened with Burke and Andolina at the Council meeting. Apparently, she mentioned me. Next thing I know, Sarah’s at my door, demanding to know what was going on and where her children were, as if I knew anything. She was accusing everyone. I think she’s gone a bit off the rails if you ask me. But it gave me the idea, why not use her for my own gain? I made her a cup of tea, added a little sedative to it, got her to rest, and called you.”

	There was a pause, and the slow click of heels on a hardwood floor could be heard. Ramsey imagined Desde walking around the living area, considering what to do next.

	“What happens when she wakes?” asked Desde.

	“You make her an offer. You’ll release her children when she agrees to go with you.”

	“Who says I have the children?”

	Ramsey held his breath.

	“It’s the only logical conclusion,” said Daphne. “If you don’t, then Andolina must, but I figured she was dealing with Royce and Gillian.”

	Ramsey bounced his knee up and down. This conversation was killing him.

	“You’re right. I do,” said Desde. “But believe me, it’s not an assignment I relish.”

	Ramsey let go of his breath. At least now they’d confirmed she had Ethan and Rosie.

	Desde continued. “It’s a good thing their grandmother is with them, otherwise I’d have drowned them hours ago.”

	Ramsey gripped the door handle and almost jumped out of the car, but Declan grabbed his arm. Ramsey cursed, but then let go and sat back.

	“Children require patience and attention,” said Daphne, “which is why I never had any.”

	Desde chuckled. “You are one of the sanest earthlings I’ve ever met.”

	“So, we have a deal?”

	Desde stayed quiet.

	“You think she’ll go willingly?” asked Desde.

	“You have her kids. She’ll do whatever you say. You take her to them, show her they’re safe, then let them go. You keep Sarah and return to Eudora and show her off to Roma. I become a head of the Council here and get Ramsey and Morgana out of my hair. Then, if you ever return, you know I’m here to provide you with whatever you need. It sounds perfect to me.”

	“I will have to ask Andolina. We didn’t plan on bringing anyone back with us.”

	Ramsey shuddered. “Hell. If she talks to Andolina, Sarah could be screwed. She can’t fight them both.”

	“Andolina will see right through this,” said Declan. “Come on, Daphne. Think it through.”

	They waited for Daphne’s response.

	“Why bother her?” asked Daphne. “She’s busy dealing with Royce. Wouldn’t it be better to just show up with Sarah? I would think that would communicate that you’re smart enough to handle things on your own. Plus, Sarah’s presence only benefits Andolina. I would think she would appreciate you handling this.” She paused. “But that’s only my opinion. You know her better. Maybe you should ask permission first.”

	Declan nodded. “Good. She’s appealing to Desde’s ego.”

	“Only if it works,” said Ramsey. His heart was thumping so hard, he wondered if it would hold out long enough to see this through.

	It was quiet for several seconds. Ramsey didn’t know how much longer he could wait. Finally, Desde answered. “Go get her.”

	A collective sigh of relief filled the car. The slight lift in spirits Ramsey felt was muted though when he realized that Sarah would now be in Desde’s hands. His tension ramped up again.

	“She did it,” said Talbot through the walkie-talkie.

	Ramsey heard footsteps, but no voices. They had not placed a microphone in Sarah’s room, so they would have to wait until Daphne brought Sarah to Desde. Time moved at a glacial pace. Ramsey was almost ready to launch himself out of the car and into the house when he heard Sarah’s voice.

	“Who are you?”

	High heels clicked. “My name is Desde. I have your children.”

	“What?” asked Sarah, her voice shocked. “You took Ethan and Rosie? Daphne, what is going on here?”

	Daphne responded. “You wanted to find your kids. Well, now you can.”

	“Where are they? Take me to them now.”

	“You might want to hear the conditions first,” said Desde.

	“I know who you are. I know what you’ve done. Why would you take innocent children?” asked Sarah.

	“It seems you’ve answered your own question,” said Desde. “Since you know me so well, then you know I don’t do anything without it benefitting me in some way. Daphne here has made a generous offer. You come with me and I’ll bring you to your kids.”

	“I’ll do whatever you want,” said Sarah, pleading. “I just want my babies back.”

	“You don’t understand, Sarah,” said Daphne. “In exchange for your children, you’ll be going with Desde to Eudora.”

	There was a pause. “Hang in there, honey,” whispered Ramsey to no one.

	“She’s doing great,” said Declan.

	“Eudora?” asked Sarah. 

	“My home, and now yours,” said Desde. “You’ll be all the rage. Like those freaks in your circus. You can assist Roma as needed, plus as a healer, you’ll come in handy. She’ll love it. And she’ll love me for doing it.”

	“I am not going to Eudora,” said Sarah.

	“You are if you want your kids released,” said Desde, her voice ominous.

	“But I’m their mother. I can’t leave them.”

	“Kids adapt,” said Desde. “I find that most mothers suck at the job anyway.”

	“Daphne, did you have a hand in this?” asked Sarah, her voice trembling.

	“You want your children returned, don’t you? Well, here you go,” said Daphne.

	“This is ridiculous. I’m not leaving my kids behind. How can you expect me to do that?” Sarah’s voice was raised, and Ramsey could sense her anger even from the car.

	Desde spoke slowly. “You are welcome to remain, but it’s either you or the children. Someone’s going with me. It’s your choice.”

	Ramsey raised his head. “What?” He looked at Declan. “Did she just threaten to take my kids to Eudora?”

	Declan’s face lost some color. “It’s a threat to get Sarah to do as she wants. She’s not serious.”

	“She doesn’t even like them,” said Hannah.

	“Shit,” said Ramsey.

	“You would take Ethan and Rosie away? From Earth? Why?” asked Sarah. Ramsey could hear the despair in her voice.

	“They have just as much appeal as you do. Maybe more so. In fact, I might be able to fetch a nice price from some sweet couple who might want to raise them. What are they? Part Gray, human, and Red. Very unusual. In fact, that might be the better idea.” 

	They heard the clicks of Desde’s heels on the floor.

	Ramsey was ready to fling the car door open. There was no way in hell this woman was going to disappear without telling him where his kids were.

	Morgana’s voice returned over the walkie-talkie. “Don’t do anything stupid, Ramsey.”

	Ramsey grabbed the device and hit the button. “Don’t tell me what to do.”

	“Let Sarah handle it,” said Morgana.

	“She’s right,” said Declan. “Just wait.”

	“I’ll go with you,” said Sarah. “I’ll do whatever you want. Just don’t take Ethan and Rosie. Please.”

	Ramsey’s heart almost cracked. His own fears combined with Sarah’s almost broke him. He leaned forward and held his head. He didn’t know how much more he could take.

	A quiet voice sounded in his head. Sherlock. You always did worry too much. Relax. Remember? Trust Destiny.

	Leroy. His voice was clear and quiet, and Ramsey looked up, half expecting to see his best friend standing at the car window.

	Desde’s response traveled through the phone. “I figured that would help you decide. As much as I’d like the money those kids could bring me, you could bring me much more.” There was a pause. “You ready?”

	“I need to call my husband,” said Sarah.

	“You can call him later. Tell him where to pick up the kids. Let’s go.” Desde’s footfalls traveled and Ramsey envisioned them walking to the front foyer. “Daphne, I’ll be sure to let Andolina know of your ambitions. I’m sure we can figure something out.”

	“I’d appreciate that,” said Daphne. “You take care, Sarah. Good luck on your journey.”

	“You better hope I’m long gone,” said Sarah, her voice low, “because if I’m not, you’ll never see the inside of a council room again. You’ll be lucky if you know your own name.”

	“She’s been hanging around you for too long,” said Declan to Ramsey.

	Ramsey didn’t answer because the front door opened. Desde stepped out with Sarah behind her. His wife did not look his way, which was good because he may have lost it. Watching Sarah get in the back seat with a woman like Desde was akin to watching his wife disappear into a burning pyre. He said another silent prayer for her safety.

	What did I say, Sherlock? Stop worrying, said the ghostly Leroy.

	Shut up. I don’t want to talk right now, answered Ramsey.

	You have a rock for a head, was the reply. You never did listen to me. It was so like Leroy, it brought tears to his eyes. Ramsey blinked them back, watching the dark car with his wife inside back up, turn, and drive down the street.

	 


Chapter Twenty-One

	 

	Jasper opened the bedroom door, his emotions in a swirl. His half-siblings were fighting for their lives and he was trying to kiss Vee. Guilt settled over him, but at the same time, the energy and heat generated from being in the same room with her would not dissipate. It had started in the hospital when he’d opened his eyes and seen her by his bed. There had been an immediate connection. Falling for an Earth woman had not been on his agenda for this trip, but he knew he shouldn’t be surprised. Sarna had never planned to fall for Royce, and now she was the mother of his child. Destiny had a funny way of revealing itself.

	Grayson stood there, red-faced and angry. “I just heard from the others. They’ve confronted Daphne and are planning on using Sarah to find the kids.”

	Jasper stepped past Grayson and into the living area. “They’re doing what they have to do. Desde may find that two angry parents may be more than she bargained for.”

	Vee came out of the room too. They made brief eye contact, but she looked away.

	“The question is, what are we going to do?” asked Grayson. “Our viewing session didn’t exactly offer an array of clues to follow.”

	“I wouldn’t say that,” said Jasper. “We know Andolina wants this.” He pulled the letter out of his pocket. “She’ll come looking for it.”

	“Does the letter reveal Sarna’s location?” asked Grayson.

	“Not specifically, no,” answered Jasper.

	Grayson threw out his arms. “Then what good is it?” He paced behind the couch.

	“Gray,” said Eve. “Try not to worry. We’ll get her back.”

	He stopped. “You said she was in pain.”

	Eve’s face had regained some of its color, but she still looked fatigued. “It’s gone now. It didn’t last.”

	“She’s pregnant…”

	“I know. But I also know that Gillian is strong. So is Royce. They’ll take care of each other.”      

	Grayson made a sad chuckle and gripped his forehead. “I hope you’re right.”

	Jasper held up the letter. “It may not have a physical address, but Sarna’s energy is all over it. There’s even a picture of her and Greta.”

	“Great. It’s full of positive vibes. Maybe a fortune teller will help,” said Grayson.

	“That’s exactly it,” said Jasper. “There are people who can do that.” He spoke to Eve. “I hear you read animals and objects.”

	“I do,” she said. “I can get feelings and emotions, but I’ve never discerned a location before.”

	“You want to try?”

	Eve hesitated, her face uncertain, but she reached out. “Let me see it.”

	Jasper handed her the letter still in its envelope. She took it, holding it in her hand and closing her eyes. Vee sat on the couch, and Jasper joined her. Grayson remained behind the sofa but watched with interest.

	Eve took some deep breaths and went still. After a minute passed, she spoke. “There’s a farmhouse. In the country. I see some animals. It’s far away. Not near a city.”

	“Good,” said Jasper. “Keep going. Do you see anything nearby?”

	Eve sighed. “Trees. I see a lot of trees. Wait. There’s a road.” She scrunched her eyes. “It looks like a two-lane highway. But no cars.”

	“Take your time,” said Jasper. “Keep focusing.”

	Grayson came around the couch and sat in a chair.

	“There’s a fence around the property. Gray and white.” She paused and shook her head. “I feel sadness. Loneliness.”

	Jasper sat forward. “Try not to focus too much on the emotion. The letter’s full of it. Look only at the flatness of it. Meaning the non-emotional parts, if that makes sense.”

	Eve made a soft smile. “She’s feeding the animals.”

	“Who?” asked Adam.

	“A woman. Dark, straight hair. I think it’s Sarna.” Eve’s face softened. “A baby is crying.”

	“That’s good. You’re zeroing in on them. Try and get a location,” said Jasper.

	Grayson watched intently, his elbows on his knees.

	“There’s a sign on the road,” said Eve. “Not at the farmhouse, but across the street.”

	“What does it say?” asked Jasper.

	Eve cocked her head. “I can’t read the writing, but there’s a picture of an animal. It looks like an ostrich. Its feathers are fluffed out, like it’s about to fly.”

	Jasper nodded. “That’s very good, Eve. You’re a natural.”

	Eve opened her eyes. “Is that where Sarna is? On this farm?”

	“Hard to say, but Sarna always did like the country. I’m not surprised she’s around animals.”

	“You don’t know where she is?” asked Grayson.

	Jasper clasped his hands together. “That letter was written a while ago. There’s no telling if Sarna is still there or not. She stayed with me until she had Greta, but it became too dangerous after that. I was an obvious target and was being watched. She had to leave.”

	Eve smoothed the letter, still in its envelope, and put it on the coffee table. “If there’s no guarantee that Sarna is still there, then what good is the letter?”

	“It’s a start,” said Jasper. “She could still be at the farm, but if she isn’t, it’s a good lead. Once you have a starting point, it will make it easier to find her. There will be other objects there that can be read. It will become harder and harder for Sarna to cover her tracks, which is why it’s important to keep this out of Andolina’s hands. If she gets it, it will only be a matter of time before Sarna is found.”

	“We’re not giving her the letter?” asked Grayson. “What about Royce and Gillian?”

	“We’ll have to find another way,” said Jasper. He stood. “I know this may be bad timing, but I’m starving. Is there anything in this house to eat?”

	Grayson jumped out of his seat. “Eat? My wife could be dying, and you’re hungry?”

	Eve stood, along with Adam. “Nobody’s dying,” said Eve. “Andolina wants the letter. She won’t do anything until she gets it.”

	Adam held his stomach. “I could eat too.”

	“This is ridiculous,” said Grayson.

	Vee left the sofa and walked over to Grayson. “I know it may seem callous, but I’ve seen people neglect their needs when they’re stressed and worried. They get run down, and when the time comes when their loved ones need them, they’re depleted. It’s late. It’s been a long day. You should eat something too. Keep up your strength.”

	Jasper walked into the kitchen. He recalled the last time he was in one and his unsuccessful attempts to make breakfast. He opened the refrigerator, and Adam joined him. He pulled out a carton of eggs. “You know how to make these things?”

	Adam took the eggs from him. “Look for some butter.”

	Jasper eyed the shelves. “What exactly is butter?”

	Vee and Eve came in from the living room. “Find anything?” asked Eve.

	Adam held up the eggs.

	“I’ll make some coffee,” said Vee.

	Jasper watched the door. “Where’s Grayson? He needs to eat too.”

	“He’s sitting on the couch. I think he’s trying to call Gillian again,” said Eve. She rifled through the pantry and found some coffee grounds and handed them to Vee. “He’s understandably upset. How are we going to get Royce and Gilli back without giving away the letter?”

	Adam opened and closed drawers until he found a skillet. “I’d like to know the same thing.”

	Vee added grounds to the filter, then picked up the pot and began to fill it from the sink. “Before I go any further with this, I need to change.” She looked down at herself. “I’m still in my uniform. If I stick around and plan to keep a low profile, this won’t work.”

	Jasper found a yellow bar called butter and took it out of the fridge. He handed it to Adam. “You’re probably right.” He rather liked her in her uniform, but he kept that thought to himself.

	“Mrs. Ramsey is around your size. I bet she has something you can wear in her closet,” said Eve. “I doubt we’ll have time to swing by your place.”

	“Not any time soon,” added Jasper.

	Vee added the water to the machine and flipped the switch. “I’ll go look. Coffee will be ready soon.”

	“So, what’s your plan?” asked Adam, as he added butter to the skillet. “How do we get them out of this mess?”

	Vee left the kitchen and Jasper made a significant effort not to watch her leave.

	Eve placed some salt beside the skillet. “If the others are successful in finding the kids, what happens then? If Desde isn’t subdued, she’ll go straight to Andolina. That puts Gilli and Royce at even greater risk.”

	Jasper saw an apple on the counter and picked it up. “The children were another diversion for us to pursue. Andolina wants us scattered, scared and divided. And it’s worked. What we need to do is stay together and not let her mental games get to us. The longer we wait, the more she expects us to break. It favors her. We can’t let that happen. Plus, I have a plan.”

	Adam added the eggs to the hot skillet. They sizzled and Adam stirred them. “What plan?”

	Vee returned to the kitchen, her face anxious. “We have a problem.”

	Jasper stopped before he took a bite of his apple. “What?”

	She held up a small piece of paper with writing on it. “Grayson’s gone, and so is the letter.”

	 

	**

	 

	Royce dreamed of Sarna. They were laughing, and he was holding her, his arms wrapped around her shoulders. She stretched up on her tip toes, whispering naughty words in his ear, and he smiled, ready to comply. A baby’s cry interrupted, though, and they stopped and looked toward the sound. There was only emptiness, but the cry grew in strength. Sarna pulled away, calling for her child. He tried to follow, but the more he walked the farther away she became. He called her name, but she didn’t hear him. Finally, in the distance, he saw her holding Greta, who settled her head into Sarna’s neck. He ran, determined to reach them, but with every step, they faded away, until they were gone.

	He awoke with a start, eyes blurry and body aching. Blinking, he looked around, seeing white walls and tile. The memories returned. He was lying on the floor on his side, facing the wall where he could still see Gillian. She was sleeping on the white sofa. He rubbed his eyes, wondering how long he’d been out. It surprised him that he’d been able to sleep, but the previous days and hours were a blur and he’d rested for very few of them.

	He sat up, groaning. Sleeping on a hard floor did nothing for his back. He stretched and arched, trying to get the kinks out. He wondered how long he’d been out and what time it was. There was no way to know in the small, windowless space. Watching Gillian, he stood. His belly rumbled.

	Not long after Andolina had left him, he’d heard a quieter whoosh and he’d looked to see a small tray slide into the room through a narrow slit in the wall. On it was a cheeseburger and some water. At least they’d given him something decent to eat and not some strange Eudoran plant food. He knew from Sarna and Jasper that Eudorans did not eat meat. Gillian had also been given food and he’d watched her enjoy her own burger as he polished off his. He wondered why they would feed a dying man, but he had no answers. Probably just out of habit. Or a last meal sort of thing. After his dinner, he’d tried unsuccessfully to bang on the wall to get Gillian’s attention, but she continued to stare blankly, while taking bites of her food. It wasn’t long after that he must have fallen asleep.

	Stretching his arms, he took a few steps and walked up to the transparent wall, watching Gillian rest. He put his palm against it, feeling the coolness against his skin. He closed his eyes, wishing he could talk to her. In his mind’s eye, he pictured her stirring and sitting up, knowing somehow, he was there. She stood slowly, head tilted, listening and standing. She moved to the wall and touched it. His eyes still closed, he imagined her sliding her fingers along the clear glass, sensing his nearness, until finally, her hand slid over his, separated only by the soundproof tile.

	Sighing, he opened his eyes, and almost jumped. Gillian stood right in front of him doing exactly what he’d pictured. She stood at the wall, her arm outstretched and palm over his, with only the transparent tile between them. Her eyes were wide, as if touching something delicate and new for the first time.

	“Gillian?” he asked. She made no response, but her hand remained. He realized what was happening. She’d sensed his inner communication and had followed it. He and his sisters had always shared a unique connection, and apparently soundproof walls were not a deterrent. Instead of speaking, he projected his energy, pushing it outward and through the barrier, seeing it reach and permeate her skin.

	Her eyes closed, and he saw her mouth a word. Royce. She’d said his name. His excitement bubbled up. He was communicating. 

	A wave of warmth engulfed him, and he smiled. She’d projected her own energy and it had found him. He took a second to breathe it in, and then he focused, projecting his thoughts through his body and out through his fingers. He waited to see if she’d respond. Within a few seconds, she did. A rush of energy met his, meeting in the middle, between their fingers. He pushed harder and so did she. The pressure mounted. Vibrations rippled up his arm, and his skin tingled. After another minute of their combined strength, the wall between them began to tremble. Royce could feel the material between them begin to weaken. He concentrated more and sensed Gillian’s response as she increased her own outflow.

	The material between them shook more. Tiny cracks began to form beneath their hands and splinter outward, weaving a spiderweb of thin lines that reached farther and farther, until one of them widened and split. Royce took his other hand and pushed. The wall in front of him cracked, split some more, and opened. Bits of what felt like plastic hit the ground, making a soft sound against the floor. It wasn’t glass and there were no sharp shards. He pushed harder, made a bigger hole, and reached through.

	He grinned when Gillian took his hand.

	 

	**

	 

	They sat at the dinner table eating eggs. “We have to find him,” said Adam.

	Jasper pushed his plate back. Rushing after Grayson, hungry and late at night, seemed futile. “You try calling him again?” he asked Eve.

	Eve nodded. “Yes. He’s not answering.”

	Vee sat across from Jasper, holding her cell, wearing a pair of jeans and a long-sleeved navy sweater. She’d left her uniform in Mrs. Ramsey’s room. “I hope to hear something soon. I’m calling in a favor to do this, so it’s taking a little longer than usual. As long as his cell phone stays on though, my contact at the station should be able to find him.”

	Eve pulled the paper Vee had found on the coffee table toward her. Trust me was written in Grayson’s scrawl. “If he gives Andolina that letter, Royce is a dead man.”

	“This is his wife,” said Adam. “I understand where he’s coming from.”

	“You’d risk my brother to save me?” asked Eve.

	“In a heartbeat,” said Adam. “And you know he’d agree with me.”

	“That bothers me. I would never want to sacrifice Royce for my own survival. I couldn’t live with myself,” said Eve.

	“I’d rather have one of you alive instead of both of you dead,” replied Adam. His cell rang. “It’s Declan.” He answered and listened, nodded his head, made a few ‘okays,’ and hung up. “They followed Sarah and Desde to a hotel. Now they’re just waiting. It looks like they may be there for the night. They’ll keep us posted.”

	“That sounds like Desde. Staying at a hotel. Probably getting room service and a massage,” said Jasper. He stood from the table and picked up the apple he’d never gotten around to eating. “My guess is she’s in for the night. Better to make the exchange during the day.”

	“I hope they’re careful,” said Eve.

	“As far as Grayson goes, though, we need to figure out where he’s headed.” Jasper started to take a bite when Vee’s phone rang.

	She answered, asked a few questions, and wrote on a piece of paper. Hanging up, she said, “They found him. He’s at the park.”

	“The park?” asked Eve. “What park?”

	“Primrose. Out on the west side. Just sitting there.”

	“That’s not too far from the Ramsey’s house,” said Adam. He stood from the table. “Let’s go.”

	Jasper stared at a brown spot on his apple. “Wait.”

	Vee started to get up but paused. “What is it?”

	“How long has he been there? At the park?”

	Vee raised a brow. “My guy says he’s been there since they pinged his phone. Not long.”

	“Then we can’t waste time,” said Adam.

	“Hold up.” Jasper rubbed the brown spot with his thumb. “Not yet.”

	Adam’s face furrowed. “Why not? We know where he is.”

	“I think he anticipates that,” said Jasper. “Think about it. The man’s a tech giant. He makes his living staying ahead of the trends. He knows Vee can track his phone. He’s not stupid.”

	“Then why…” Eve tapped at the table, her eyes questioning. “Wait a minute. Is that why he wants us to trust him? He’s following Sarah’s lead, isn’t he? He’s planning to lead us to where they are.”

	Jasper walked to the sink and rinsed his apple. “That’s what my gut tells me. It’s what I would do. My guess is he was contacted. He has the most at stake. Maybe someone answered when he called Gillian. ‘Bring the letter or your wife dies.’ He does what they ask, but he trusts we’ll follow.”

	“Why not tell us that?” asked Adam.

	“Because we would argue,” said Eve. “The man makes a living going on pure instinct. It’s what made him rich.”

	“What happens if they meet him at the park?” asked Vee.

	“Grayson will demand to see Gillian. He’s not going to give them anything until he knows she’s safe. Maybe Royce, too. If he’s smart, he’ll ask to see both,” said Jasper.

	“There’s no way Andolina is going to bring Gillian and Royce with her to see Grayson. Too much room for error,” said Adam.

	“Exactly. Which is why she’ll bring Grayson to them,” said Jasper. “And we’ll be right behind him. So we wait.”

	“Why not go to the park and watch from there?” asked Vee.

	“Too risky. Andolina will be cautious. She’ll have her radar on. Better to wait until he moves, then follow the ping.” He grabbed a paper towel and dried the apple. “There’s just one problem.”

	“Only one?” asked Eve. She sighed and pushed her hair back.

	“What?” asked Vee.

	“Andolina’s not stupid. She’s not like Desde. She won’t trust Grayson. If she’s smart, she’ll toss the cell. Or worse yet, Grayson could jump the gun and give her the letter. Then that’s it. Of course, if Grayson’s successful, then this might work, and we could follow and find Gillian and Royce, but then we have to deal with an angry Andolina, and that’s a whole other issue. Finding them is one thing. Getting them out is another. She could end up killing all of us.”

	Everyone went quiet. Vee sat back into her chair. Eve closed her eyes and groaned.

	“You really are a beacon of hope, aren’t you?” asked Adam.

	Jasper took a bite of his apple.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Two

	 

	Grayson blinked heavy lids. He’d been sitting in his car, staring at the playground jungle gym, for an hour, when his phone rang, and he answered. “I’m here.”

	It was a woman’s voice. He assumed it was Andolina. “You have it?”

	Grayson took his time. “Let’s just say I know where it is.”

	There was a pause. “You like to take risks with your loved ones?”

	He breathed deliberately. “I’m not going to give you anything until I get my wife back. How stupid do you think I am? You get nothing until I see Gillian and Royce, alive and well.”

	“The deal was for your wife, not her brother.”

	“You think my wife will ever speak to me again if she knows I gave Royce up? I need to see them both, upright and breathing, or I burn the letter.”

	Another pause. “Wait there. Someone will arrive in the morning.”

	“The morning?” The line went dead. He hung up. The swing set hung in stillness and the park was bleak and quiet. It was as spooky as sitting in a cemetery after midnight. He hoped a security guard wouldn’t drive by and see him. A strange man, all alone in the dark, near a park playground would incite too many questions. The last thing he needed was to be hauled off to jail. Hoping for the best, he pulled the lever on his seat and pushed back. If he was going to be here tonight, he might as well get comfortable.

	He thought about Eve and the others. They would be angry, no doubt, but he suspected they already knew where he was, if Vee knew how to do her job. He hoped they understood his note and would stay put for now. So far, it looked like they’d gotten the message. If they could just wait and watch, he could lead them right to Gillian and Royce. He pulled up Eve’s number on his cell for the hundredth time but didn’t punch the call button. He worried it would tip off Andolina. Like she would hear and discover what he was trying to do, and he couldn’t risk Gillian’s safety. He didn’t even text them. If this was going to work, he had to be the lone wolf, separate from the group, willing to do whatever it took to get Gillian back. If Andolina had any way of checking his phone, it could show no indication of his plan. That’s what he’d told himself at least.

	So he stayed where he was, got settled in his seat, and closed his eyes. His stomach rumbled, but he ignored it. He had bigger things to worry about, one of which was what to do when he got to Gillian. He would be expected to turn over the letter. Would Andolina keep her word? And if Gillian was released, what about Royce? Gillian would not leave without her brother. But Gray also knew Royce would want to keep Gillian safe. If he gave Andolina the letter, though, he would be risking the life of not only Royce but also Royce’s lover and child.

	He rubbed his tired eyes. Thinking back, he remembered what had happened when the siblings had encountered their Uncle Galen a couple of years earlier and how he’d almost lost Gillian then too. When threatened, Gillian, Eve, and Royce could be a formidable team. Could they do it again? If Eve joined up with them, would they be able to handle Andolina?

	The questions swirled, and his phone buzzed. This time it was a text and it was from Eve.

	I hope you know what you’re doing.

	Sighing, he stared up at his car ceiling and wondered the same thing.

	 

	**

	 

	Not far away, Ramsey also blinked tired eyes. The light had gone off in the hotel room twenty minutes ago, and he wondered how Sarah was faring. They didn’t have a microphone on her, so they couldn’t hear anything, but the locator in her shoe transmitted a blinking soft light on a map on Declan’s phone. He doubted she was sleeping.

	He wondered again why Desde would sleep in a hotel, but he figured there was a good reason. He’d hoped to have his children back by now, but apparently Desde needed her rest.

	Declan sat in the driver’s seat, his head resting on the cushion. Hannah had laid down in the back seat. They’d told Morgana and Talbot to go home. There was no point in both cars remaining. They would call as soon as there were any developments.

	“You should try and rest,” said Declan. “Tomorrow could be a long day.”

	There was a discarded food wrapper on the console and Ramsey put it in a paper bag with the rest of the trash. Morgana and Talbot had brought them some hamburgers before leaving. “I’ll rest when my wife and children are safe.”

	Declan tapped the steering wheel. “Have you thought about tomorrow?”

	“That’s all I can think about.”

	“We didn’t have much time to go over the plan.”

	Ramsey picked up a fry from a bag in his lap. He hadn’t eaten much, and the fry was cold. “I’d hardly call it a plan. It’s more of a ‘let’s cross our fingers and pray this works.’”

	“The problem is, we have no idea where Desde is taking Sarah. It could be in a public place which might play to our advantage, or someplace secretive, which could make this much harder.”

	“It’ll be somewhere private,” said Ramsey. “As much as Desde loves to flaunt her power, I think she’ll want to stay under the radar for this. It will be easier if she doesn’t draw the wrong kind of attention.”

	“We’ll need to buy time, so we can call in the cavalry. If we can do that, we should be able to keep Sarah safe.”

	Ramsey dropped the uneaten fry back in the bag untouched. “It’s the ‘should’ part I don’t like. This could go bad in a heartbeat.” He crumpled the bag with the rest of the fries and added it to the trash. “What happens then? Do I watch my wife disappear into the sky with a crazy Eudoran? You know I can’t do that.”

	 There was a shuffling from the back and Hannah poked her head between the seats. “If Ethan and Rosie are safe, Sarah won’t go with her willingly.”

	“That’s what I’m afraid of,” said Ramsey. “This could get ugly before the cavalry gets directions. I doubt they’ll be much help anyway, to be honest.”

	“Safety in numbers,” said Declan. “It’s not perfect, but if one of them can bring Desde down, then we have to try. We can’t do it on our own.”

	“Are they going to use the tranquilizers?” asked Hannah.

	Declan shifted in his seat. “Yes. They’ll be loaded with the poisoned serum. One hit and she’ll drop like a rock.”

	“There’s too much room for error,” said Ramsey. He imagined Desde lashing out, hurting Sarah and his children as he watched, helpless. Or watching Sarah and his children disappear into the sky while he screamed from below. It made him want to puke up his hamburger. “She could sense them from a mile away.”

	“Or she might not,” said Declan. “Her ego and thrill at getting what she wants makes her overconfident. She underestimates us. That’s her weakness.”

	“And what about the others?” asked Hannah. “Gillian and Royce are still in trouble. What about them?”

	Declan checked his phone. “According to Jasper, they’ve got a plan of their own. I’ve let them know about the cavalry. If they can get a location, they can call Morgana to send reinforcements. Hopefully—”

	“This plan of theirs is better than ours,” finished Ramsey. “If Andolina gets wind of any of this, tomorrow could be a very bad day.” He dropped his head back and stared at the ceiling.

	“Or a very successful one,” said Hannah.

	“And Cinderella lived happily ever after,” said Ramsey. “But somehow I doubt that. That prince was sketchy if you ask me.”

	“Andolina’s the problem. How do we get her to leave?” asked Declan. “And not come back?”

	“She wants the letter,” said Hannah.

	“And Royce dead,” said Ramsey.

	Declan rubbed his stubbled jaw. “Maybe there’s a way for her to think Royce is dead.”

	Ramsey bobbed his head up. “If you can pull that off, then I’ll buy you a steak dinner.”

	Declan dialed a number on his cell. “I’ll hold you to that. In fact, if … no … when, everyone gets home safely, you treat us all. Booze included.”

	“You’re on.” Ramsey watched the hotel room with the dark windows where he knew his wife was staring at the ceiling much like he was. He prayed that by this time tomorrow, he and his family would be together again. “It’ll be the best dinner I’ve ever had.”

	 

	**

	 

	Sarah Ramsey stared upward, blinking. She was in a dark hotel room, listening to the whir of the fan above. Desde slept in the bed next to hers, breathing softly. After arriving at the hotel, Desde had ordered a light meal, but Sarah had eaten little. She’d asked numerous times why they couldn’t go to her children, but Desde never provided an answer, saying only to be patient. Desde had made a comment about enjoying one last night on Earth on a comfortable bed, instead of a lumpy tube, so Sarah knew that Desde had plans to leave tomorrow and assumed she’d be leaving with Andolina. That meant that tomorrow would decide their fate, Royce and Gillian included.

	Closing her eyes, she prayed for the millionth time for the safe return of her kids, for her husband, herself, and everyone else. Despite their plans, the next day was a giant question mark, and she had to prepare. She pushed back the covers and studied her hands. She’d been blessed with the gift of healing and had been able to use that gift with great benefit over the years, but she’d never guided that ability in any other way. Her abilities were meant for helping, not hurting. There had been one time she’d unleashed some powerful energy on another, but it had been during her Shift, when energy levels could be unstable and unpredictable. She remembered little of that time. Most of it had been told to her by John. The only other time had been to ward off another evil Red-Line with ill intent, so she knew it was within her, but would it be enough? Or would it only serve to anger Desde more and risk the lives of everyone she loved?

	She sighed and rolled to her side, thinking of her husband, whom she knew was outside, watching. He wouldn’t sleep tonight either. Envisioning her children in her arms, warm and soft, giggling and wiggling, Sarah smiled softly. She couldn’t wait to feel that again. The smile vanished though as the fear returned. It was going to be a long night.

	Trust destiny. The whispered words popped into her head, but in Leroy’s voice, not her husband’s. Trust yourself. Memories of Leroy’s boisterous personality and his love for her, John, and the kids made her eyes well, and she knew he was near. He would be there tomorrow, watching over them, and that brought her comfort.

	Feeling some measure of resolution, she closed her eyes. Despite Leroy’s advice, she worried. Tomorrow would decide not just the fate of her family, but their entire community. 

	As much as she trusted destiny, she prayed it had a big ace up its sleeve.

	 

	**

	 

	Royce and Gillian sat on the white sofa. Not long after Royce had punched through the wall with his hand, they’d made a hole big enough for him to step through. Nothing had made him happier than to wrap his sister in a bear hug and know she was okay. Apparently she felt the same because she didn’t want to let him go.

	Realizing their time was short, they sat and talked, discussing what they knew and how to prepare. The next person to walk through that door could be there to kill them. Their options were few, and they argued, but in the end, they decided. Royce hoped it would work. His sole desire was to get Gillian out to safety and he would do whatever it took to get her there.

	Putting his arm around her, he pulled her close, and she put her head on his shoulder. All they could do now was wait.

	 

	 


Chapter Twenty-Three

	 

	Vee sat on the back porch of Charlotte Ramsey’s home. The sun was coming up, and the soft light began to brighten the yard. Yellow flowers bordered the fence, and there was a patch of grass with a swing set. Sipping her coffee, she pushed back and forth on her patio chair, rocking slowly, listening to the sound of distant traffic. She’d called in to work, telling them she was taking a personal day. It wouldn’t matter. She had about six weeks of unused time coming to her. They were probably happy she was using it. 

	Grayson had not moved during the night. She’d kept her phone with her in case something changed. Everyone had, at some point, found a place to lay their heads. Adam and Eve had slept in the master, and she had stayed in the guest room. Jasper had taken the kids’ room. They’d not been alone since their near kiss, nor had they discussed it. Vee still wondered what had happened. How had she gone from ticketing speeders and hunting bike thieves to chasing extraterrestrials and falling for one of them?

	She shook her head and sighed. It was why she was out here now. Normally an early riser anyway, she took the opportunity to sit quietly and think. There was a lot to consider. What would today hold? Should she involve the police? How far would she need to go to protect these people? What happened afterward? What about Jasper? What about Jasper? What about Jasper?

	Crap. She couldn’t get the man out of her mind. “Shut up already,” she said out loud, and shut her eyes.

	There was a shuffling sound, and she heard a man’s voice. “Sorry. Is this a bad time?”

	Turning, she almost spilled her coffee. Jasper stood outside the back door, holding his own coffee mug. “No. Sorry. Just talking to myself.”

	“You mind if I sit?”

	There was a chair beside her. “No. Not at all.” She picked up her rocking motion.

	“You’re up early,” he said.

	“I usually am. I like the morning.”

	“Me too. It’s quiet.” He took a sip from his mug. “I’m guessing there’s been no change.”

	“No. He’s sitting in the same place. Assuming he and his cell are still together.”

	Jasper nodded. “I hope so.”

	“What happens if it isn’t?”

	He put his drink down on the patio table. “I think whatever’s going to happen will happen soon. If there’s no change in an hour, we’ll have to risk going out there and hope we don’t alert Andolina.”

	“What if he’s gone?”

	He made an awkward chuckle and shook his head. “I don’t know. I might be able to track him myself, but it will be harder because he’s human, and to be honest, it’s not my strength. We’ll just have to figure that out if it happens.”

	She played with the rim of her cup. “Declan said something about a cavalry? You didn’t go into much detail about that.”

	“With good reason.” He shifted in his seat. “As a police officer, you may not like it.”

	“I think I should know what to expect. Are you worried I’ll call in my own cavalry?”

	“You might be tempted.”

	“Would it help?”

	“No.”

	She nodded. “Then I won’t call.” She took a sip of her coffee. “But I would like to know the plan.”

	He pushed back in his seat. “Listen, I know there’s a lot going on right now, and we can discuss it, but before things start moving, and people start waking, I’d like to ask you about yesterday.”

	She tensed and rocked faster. “What about it?”

	He smiled, and her cheeks warmed. She wished she had control over that. “I wanted to kiss you.”

	She cleared her throat. “I noticed.” She kept rocking.

	“I would have too, if we hadn’t been interrupted.” He leaned forward. “I know things are moving fast. I didn’t expect this either.” He paused and held up a hand. “Never mind all that. What I’m trying to say is I’m thinking of kissing you now. Would you have any objections?”

	She stopped rocking. Stomach flurries threatened to spread, and she gripped her mug. “Listen Jasper. I don’t know what’s going on here. I just met you. We don’t know each other. We’re from two different planets. And from what I can gather, I feel fairly certain our lives may be at risk today.” She put down her drink. “I think that this is not the best time for us to be getting together. I mean, think about it. Do you really think I’m someone you’d want to get involved with anyway?” Her hands splayed in the air as she spoke. “This whole thing is crazy.”

	He studied her. “You know what’s crazy? I have a father who’s in love with a woman from another planet. Someone he had three children with. But he left her for duty and married my mother, who also married him for duty. They spent many years together, each pining for someone else. I held a grudge thinking my dad had betrayed my mother, but now I know better. He did what he felt was expected of him, and because of that, sacrificed love. I saw the heartache he carried every day. And even though he had me and Roma, whom he loved, he also pined for his first family.” He hesitated, and Vee could see the sadness in his eyes. “I won’t do that, Vee. I can’t ignore what I feel in my heart or worry what anyone else thinks or about what they expect. My dad was indescribably strong to endure that torture. I’m not.”

	Vee didn’t know what to say. Plus, the way he looked at her made it hard to talk. “I’m sure you’re a lot stronger than you think. And maybe this whole ‘long distance relationship’ thing may have some appeal. But let’s think this through. What are you going to do, travel back and forth to see me? And I think we’re getting ahead of ourselves here. We still have to survive today. Which we need to talk about. This whole cavalry thing has got me on edge.” He stood from his chair, and she kept rattling on. “I’m a police officer. I should be doing my job. I’ve broken several rules.” He leaned over her, and she leaned back, still talking. “I could lose my job. And let’s not forget, there are children who are in danger. And Gillian. And Royce.” He came in closer and put his hands on her armrests. “What if something happens to any of them? I’ll never forgive myself. Nor will you. Are you listening—” His lips descended over hers and everything finally went still. Her mind stopped whirling, and her heart hit the gas. Forgetting about all her complaints, she froze for a second, but then opened her lips over his and kissed him back. Something warm and soft moved through her, like walking in the front door of your home for the first time after a long trip. They held that way for a moment, his lips against hers, soft and tender, but then the warmth turned to heat and the kiss slowly deepened. His breath fluttered against her cheek as it picked up in speed. He slanted his mouth over hers and his tongue explored hers and grazed against her lips.

	Vee’s body reacted. The feelings moving through her were indescribable. She’d kissed men before, but that had been like her first sip of coffee. Not bad, but it needed some cream and sugar. This was like her first full-on Tequila shot—heat and shock hitting her all at once, making her body flame and her heart flip.

	She reached up and pulled him in. She wasn’t thinking anymore, only going on pure instinct. The kiss sizzled, and their tongues darted and retreated. Her breathing was rapid fire. There wasn’t enough oxygen, and she needed more.

	His arm came down, wrapped around her waist, and he pulled her out of the chair. She held onto him and her body pressed against his. He moaned and pulled her closer. Her arms went around his neck and she moved her mouth against his, tasting and touching him. His hands roamed down her back to her butt where he squeezed and pushed her against him. The sensation was mind blowing, and Vee moved her hips against his. Nothing made sense and everything else went blank. All there was, was him. She was fire and he was gasoline. She heard a soft keening sound and realized it was her. She had no idea she could make that sound, but Jasper was drawing things from her she never knew existed. 

	She pulled away briefly and spoke against his lips. “What is happening here?”

	He was breathless. “You’re as amazing as your sunrise, and just as beautiful.” He rubbed his nose over hers and brought his lips down again, fanning the flames higher.

	Vee held him, running a hand through his hair as his hands explored her back and moved up to her neck as he held her tighter. She didn’t want it to stop. Her body felt like warm molasses, all gooey and sweet, and she wanted to pour herself all over this man. She imagined him in bed, his naked body over hers, and her mind almost short circuited. Was sex supposed to be this good?

	“I want you, Vee,” he said against her lips. “Desperately.”

	“I want you too.” She wasn’t sure how she managed to talk. She appeared to have lost control over most of her body.

	And then her phone rang.

	He groaned. “Son of a bitch,” he said, pulling back from the kiss.

	Vee tried to pull it together. Her phone. There was a noise. It was ringing. “Hell. That could be about Grayson.” She disentangled herself from Jasper who reluctantly let her go.

	He sighed as she pulled the phone from her back pocket, took a calming breath, which she was still trying to regulate, and answered. “It’s Vee.”

	A male voice spoke. “He’s on the move.” 
 

	**

	 

	Ramsey breathed deeply, smelling Sarah’s hair. Peaches, he thought. It smells like peaches. He ran a tendril through his fingers and she rolled over, smiling, her eyes bright after a night’s sleep. Her hand trailed down his waist, and he leaned close and nuzzled her neck, grazing his lips against her soft skin. She was so beautiful.

	Something nudged him in the arm. He tried to ignore it, but the nudge became a punch and he opened his eyes. Sunlight made him squint, and he tried to get his bearings. “What is it?” he asked, his voice raspy.

	Declan spoke. “Movement. Sarah and Desde are leaving the hotel.”

	Memories swarmed back, and he sat up, his mind sharpening. “Is she okay? How long was I out?” He rubbed his eyes.

	Declan held binoculars, and he handed them to Hannah in the back seat. “Not long. Maybe two hours.” He started the car.

	“I can’t believe I slept. You should have woken me.”

	“You needed your rest,” said Hannah from the back, peering through the binoculars. “You don’t want to greet Ethan and Rosie looking like the boogeyman.”

	“I looked like the boogeyman every day for the first year of their lives,” said Ramsey. “They should be used to it.” He held out his hand, and Hannah handed him the binoculars. He looked for Sarah and saw her standing outside the SUV she’d been in the day before. Desde appeared after a few moments, along with the driver. He was male, tall with dark hair. None of them recognized him, so they could only assume he was there on orders to assist as needed. Maybe he was a lowly Gray, serving the high and mighty Reds. There was no way to know.

	They got in the car, and Ramsey watched them back out, turn away from the hotel, and join the early morning traffic fray, which was starting to pick up speed. Ramsey lost sight of the car. “Damn it. I don’t see them.”

	Declan joined the traffic. “It’s okay. We don’t want to be too close anyway. We can see her here.” He pointed to the screen on his phone where the red circle pinged on a city street not far ahead.

	Ramsey watched the circle, hating that it was his lifeline to all he held dear. His dream played in his mind, and he imagined nuzzling Sarah’s neck again. “Did you call Morgana?”

	Declan shot out a thumb. “Hannah’s calling.”

	Ramsey nodded and kept an eye on the red circle. Hang in there, baby, he thought to himself. We’re coming. 

	
**

	 

	Grayson walked through the trees, following the path. He’d been walking for twenty minutes, holding the phone as he waited to hear what to do next. He was grateful he’d had a portable charger in his car. None of this was going to work if his battery died.

	He’d been dozing when the call had come in. Soft sunlight had brightened the horizon when he’d answered. All he’d heard was a female voice saying, “Follow the trail ahead until you get a phone call.” Then the line had gone dead. 

	It didn’t make sense at first. Follow the trail? What trail? And then he saw it. He was parked in front of a sign. Looking at it closely, he read, Mt. Justin Trail Head. There was an arrow pointing off to his left. He saw the narrow dirt path winding away from the park. He wasn’t sure why it was called Mt. Justin. The area was hilly, but certainly not mountainous.

	He’d left the car and started walking. The day promised to be a beautiful one. The air was crisp and cool, and a light breeze ruffled his hair. If he hadn’t been walking to save his wife’s life, the jaunt would have been an enjoyable one. If they’d been at their beach home, they’d have taken a long walk in the sand. He thought again of Gillian and remembered when she’d told him she was pregnant. 

	He’d been in his office downtown, talking on the phone with his business partner and best friend Cooper about an upcoming client meeting. Cooper had been out of town, schmoozing with the clients at the time when Gray’s door had burst open and Gillian had rushed in, her face flushed as if she’d been running.

	Before he even had time to speak, she’d taken the phone out of his hand, said, “He’ll call you back, Cooper,” and hung up the phone. It scared him at first, but her bright smile and shiny eyes told him this was good news. She’d flung herself into his arms, and kissed him, oblivious to his open door and his curious and surprised assistant, who stood there gawking.

	If they’d been alone, he would have taken advantage and pulled his wife into his arms, but aware of the eyes on them, he pulled back and smiled. “To what do I owe this great pleasure of seeing my lovely wife out of the blue?”

	She was breathless with excitement and started jumping up and down. “I’m pregnant!” Her cheeks were a cherry red and her eyes were shiny with tears. “We’re going to have a baby!”

	Grayson stood frozen for a moment, but then his assistant yelled, “That’s awesome!” and Gray came out of his trance. “Really?” he’d asked. “A baby? A little Gillian?”

	She’d nodded. “Or a little Grayson.”

	Pure joy pulsed through him. Just seeing his wife’s happiness was enough to bring him delight, but to know he was going to be a father brought an indescribable emotion. He’d told her before they’d married, after their broken Binding and her miscarriage, that it didn’t matter whether they had children, and it was true, but now that it was here, he couldn’t have been more thrilled. He’d pulled her into his arms and kissed her again, not caring who saw it.

	Thinking back on that moment, Grayson dodged a low-lying branch and kept walking, hoping and praying that after this journey he would have his wife and unborn child back. Glancing at his phone, he saw he had four bars. It was plenty of juice provided they didn’t make him walk for hours. He hadn’t considered cell phone coverage, but these days, if he was within range of a nearby city, he should maintain a decent signal.

	He trudged deeper down the trail, moving farther and farther away from the park. With any luck, Vee and Jasper were tracking him now, and help would not be far behind. Once he got to Gillian, he was going to have to figure out how to buy time. The key was the letter. The longer it took for them to get the letter, the better. At the same time though, he couldn’t drag this out for too long. They had to believe he could deliver. Again, he went over his plans but knew most of this would depend on what happened when he got to Gillian. At that point, anything could change.

	He passed a huge knotted overhanging tree when his cell rang again. He answered and heard the same female voice saying, “Turn east at the tree. Follow the sun,” before she hung up again. He did as asked and turned left. Now he was off the path. Pushing back branches and stepping over roots and overgrowth, he was thankful someone knew where he was, otherwise, he’d be lost. He was a city boy. Stick him in the middle of a pile of buildings and traffic, and he’d be on his way home within the hour. Out here, he could be within fifteen minutes of his house and never find his way back. 

	He wondered how these people knew his location. Could they track his phone as well? If their technology was more advanced, then it would be easy. And if that were true, the likelihood of success decreased with each step. They would be able to detect help coming as well.

	There was nothing he could do about it though. He had to push through and hope for the best. And if he failed, and Gillian didn’t make it, then he would die fighting the bastards who did it. He and Gillian would either walk out of the woods together, or not at all. He was not coming back alone.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Four

	 

	Adam pulled into the space beside Grayson’s car. Jasper stepped out and the rest followed. He peered inside the windows of the empty vehicle.

	“Anything?” asked Eve.

	“Nope. Nothing.” He glanced at Vee. “Anything from your friend?”

	Vee shook her head. “He’s still on the move. About a mile northeast of here. In the woods.”

	“Declan knows where we are,” said Adam, studying his cell. “He’s sending reinforcements to our location. They’re on the move as well. Following Desde.”

	Jasper studied the woods, considering the next move.

	“Should we follow?” asked Eve. “Or wait for the others?”

	Vee lowered her phone and cocked her head. “Has anyone considered we could all be heading to the same place? What if the kids are with Gillian and Royce?”

	Jasper leaned against the car. “I think it could be very likely.” He tried to think like Andolina. How would she handle Grayson? What would she do once she got Royce’s letter?

	Thinking of the letter, he pushed off the car and tried the door. It was unlocked, and he opened it. Searching the vehicle, he saw nothing and closed the door. “There’s no letter. He took it with him.”

	“Or he stashed it somewhere on his way to the park,” said Eve.

	“Where?” asked Vee. “He doesn’t live in the area. He stayed in his car all night. Where do you stash a letter around here?”

	They surveilled the park and street, looking for any place to conceal an envelope. Adam checked under the car in case Grayson had taped it underneath the carriage. “Nothing here,” he said.

	“He probably has it on him,” said Jasper.

	“If that’s true, Andolina will know it. Then Royce, and maybe all of them, are dead,” said Adam.

	“Maybe not. Grayson is human. She’s not used to humans. Not as easy to read. That may save him,” said Jasper. He raised a brow at Vee.

	“What?” she asked.

	“Just an idea,” he replied. “One that might work, if you’re up for it.”

	 

	**

	 

	They drove for several minutes, the red dot pinging. Moving farther from the bustle of the city, they drove toward the outskirts and the traffic gave way to quiet county roads and wooded areas.

	Ramsey recognized their surroundings. It was a favorite for campers and hikers. The gentle rolling hills and old heavy trees were an outdoor enthusiast’s playground. The pinging slowed and then stopped, and so did Declan. Pulling up to a rutted turn-off, he waited and watched.

	“You know this place?” asked Ramsey.

	“I’ve hiked in the area,” said Declan.

	“The Red Rhinestone trail is about a mile west. We hiked it last year,” said Hannah.

	Ramsey studied the road. “What about this place? Is it a trail?” He looked for a sign but didn’t see one.

	Declan studied his phone. “It is, but according to the web, it’s closed. It was damaged in a flood last summer.” He hit a button, and his brow furrowed. “She’s moving again.”

	Ramsey wanted to open the door and chase after Sarah. “Where? There’s nowhere to go.”

	“It’s much slower. They’re on foot.”

	“I’ll text Morgana,” said Hannah. “Tell her where to send the team.”

	“What are we waiting for? Let’s go,” said Ramsey.

	“I want them to get a decent distance before I pull in. I don’t want them to see or hear us.”

	Hannah poked her head between the seats. “What if they’re not all gone?”

	“What do you mean?” asked Declan.

	“What about the driver? What if he stayed back for some reason?” asked Hannah.

	Ramsey tapped his fingers on the dash. “I guess we’ll wing it.”

	“That’s about as good a plan as I can think of,” said Declan. He pointed at Hannah. “I don’t suppose I could get you to stay behind?”

	“Why would I do that?” she asked.

	He sighed. “I don’t want to have to worry about you if I’m going to have to go up against somebody.”

	“Well, I don’t want to have to worry about you if you end up fighting a Red-Line. Maybe I can help,” said Hannah.

	Declan twisted in his seat, raising a brow. “You’re sure?”

	“You know I am,” said Hannah, her tone leaving no room for argument.

	“You two ready?” asked Ramsey. His knee bounced, and he gripped the car door handle in nervousness. “Odds are the driver went with them anyway.” He wished he could see through the trees and know Sarah was safe. “It should be long enough. Let’s go.”

	“You heard him,” said Hannah. “Let’s go.”

	Declan slumped his shoulders, but turned back in his seat and put the car into drive. Slowly, he drove down the dirt and pebble road. The car bounced, and dust billowed up behind them. The trees became thicker, and they crossed a small stream. Once past the water, the woods opened into a small clearing with a few parking spots. A trailhead was marked at the spot of a narrow path leading deeper into the trees. The SUV was parked in front of it.

	Declan slowed, and Ramsey saw nothing other than the vehicle. “We’re safe. No one’s here.”

	Declan parked the car beside the other and killed the engine. Ramsey opened the door and stepped out. It was quiet, save for the occasional melodic bird song or the whacking of a wood pecker. He closed the door behind him.

	Declan and Hannah exited also, and Declan opened the SUV and looked inside.

	“Anything?” asked Ramsey, speaking quietly. He studied the path. It was rocky, making footprints impossible to see.

	Declan closed the door. “Nothing.”

	Ramsey listened for anything other than birds but heard only the wind. “You ready?”

	Declan nodded. “As I’ll ever be.” He looked back. “You sure you don’t just want to hang back by the car?”

	Hannah raised a brow. “You know me better than that.”

	Declan shrugged in a gesture of defeat. “I do. As much as I love your warrior spirit, right now, I wish I’d married a wimp.”

	Hannah rubbed his back. “Hang in there, honey. I’ll get you through it.”

	Ramsey stepped onto the trail and started walking.

	 

	**

	 

	Morgana put down her phone, walked to her picture window, and stared out. Everything was in play. Sarah was on the move with Ramsey following, and Jasper and his group were tracking Grayson. Talbot had the information and was ensuring the teams had the necessary serum. Now all they could do was wait.

	She thought of Drake, wondering what he would be doing or saying if he were here. Nothing positive, she knew. The man could expect thunderstorms with the presence of one puffy white cloud, but she still missed his stabilizing presence. Despite his grumpiness, he’d been her rock in past crises. She imagined him sitting on her red couch, his clothes wrinkled and his hair uncombed, detailing everything that could go wrong, and she smiled. For some reason his complaints had given her confidence it would all work out.

	It was important to believe that now. So much depended on what would happen today. If this failed and they lost people, her role as a councilwoman and leader would end. Not because of any vote but because she would remove herself. It would be hard to lead people you had failed, despite the odds against them.

	And if Andolina’s threats had any merit, she would be ousted anyway and replaced with a Eudoran headpiece. Someone there on orders, who cared little about her or the well-being of her community.

	Sighing, she turned, and her phone beeped. Glancing at the text, she saw that it was from Talbot. She picked it up.

	Team is on the move. Two on Grayson. Two on Sarah.

	She typed. They have everything they need?

	Fully equipped. We should know something soon. Stay put and I’ll let you know when it’s over.

	She wrote back. Keep me posted.

	Putting the phone down, she sighed and went back to the window. Soon, she thought. But soon was relative. It could be an hour or twenty-four hours before she heard anything.

	Thinking back, she remembered a day spent with Drake last year. It had been beautiful and cool, and despite the one cloud in the sky, she’d convinced Drake to go hiking with her. Normally one who enjoyed the outdoors, she found it difficult with her schedule to often spend time in nature. But it had been a rare day of freedom, and she’d pestered Drake until they’d made it to a trail outside the city, in an area not far from where Ramsey was now. The trees were old, and moss-ridden, and the streams had been low and rocky, and they’d walked for miles. Drake had even smiled a few times. It had been a good day.

	Recalling that hike, Morgana paused. Still staring, but seeing nothing, she cocked her head. She turned from the window and picked up the phone, staring at the screen. She scrolled through the messages, rereading them, finding the one from Hannah.

	After reading it, she slipped the phone in her pocket, and stood there. Drake’s voice rang in her head, telling her to do the exact opposite of what she was considering. She ignored it, which is what she normally did when it came to Drake. This has disaster written all over it, was his only response.

	Morgana turned, walked out of the room, and down her front hallway. She made her way to a front coat closet, opened it, and, pushing back her long coats, she bent low and pulled out her hiking boots.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Five

	 

	Grayson walked for almost an hour. Trees, roots, and branches were thick enough in some areas to block his path but thin enough in others to provide an easy trail to follow. It was slow going as he dodged brambles and thorns, careful to avoid poison ivy.

	He was beginning to wonder if they’d left him out here to wander forever, lost in the emptiness of this strange world. A bird cawed, and his stomach rumbled again. He wished he was at a hot dog stand on a city street, with Gillian beside him, ordering her usual with relish and mustard. He could go for one of those dogs now.

	He checked his cell. The battery was at sixty percent, and he still had a signal. Not strong, but still usable. He wasn’t sure how much longer that would last.

	As if on cue, it rang. He stopped and answered. “Yes?” He wiped a trickle of sweat from his forehead.

	“Turn north. Go to the clearing.” The line went dead.

	Grayson stared at his phone. “What?” He looked north. All he saw were trees. “What clearing?” His frustration was rising. “Gillian?” he yelled into the trees. There was no response. Where the hell were they bringing him?

	Groaning, he followed their instructions and kept walking. If they kept him going for another hour, he didn’t know what he would do. Were they just moving him around in circles? Was this just all a big distraction while they took Gillian farther and farther away? Thinking the worst, he considered whether he should dial the caller back and tell them all to go screw themselves and if they wanted the letter they could come and get it, when he pushed past a big shrub and stepped into a large treeless space.

	He stopped. There was only dull brown grass, flattened against the ground, inside a wide circle, almost fifty yards across. He’d passed a few other grassy areas on his journey, but nothing this big. 

	Maybe in some other time, some hard-working farmer had used it for grazing or growing crops, or whatever it was they did out in the middle of nowhere. But right now, it was empty and forlorn, like an unused theatre stage. He didn’t hear the birds anymore, either.

	He slipped his phone into his pant pocket and waited. Sliding his jacket off, he hung it on a low hanging branch and walked farther into the space. He had no doubt this was where they wanted him.

	“Hello?” he yelled. Listening, he heard no response. “Anyone here?”

	The wind rustled the surrounding foliage, but that was all he heard. Spying a nearby fallen tree, he sat on the rotting trunk and waited.

	A few minutes passed. Getting antsy, he checked his watch. He debated getting on his cell, but he didn’t want to use the battery any more than he needed to. Wondering if Vee was tracking him, he swiveled, studying the area behind him, acutely aware of the quiet. The movie Deliverance popped into his head, and he shivered. He turned back and froze when he saw a woman walking toward him. He looked around, wondering where she’d came from. Scanning the area, he saw nothing.

	He stood as she approached. Seeing her up close, he assumed this was Andolina. Her stick-straight brown hair was parted to the side and hung in a bob to her chin. She wore navy pants and a comfortable long-sleeved white shirt tucked in at her narrow waist. She looked like she was about to go to a Sunday brunch with her friends and enjoy some mimosas.

	She stopped in front of him, saying nothing.

	A chill ran through him. This woman had Gillian. He took a deep breath and calmed himself. “Strange place to hang out. You ever consider a downtown hotel?”

	Her expression didn’t change. “I prefer as little contact with humans as possible.”

	He nodded. “I get that.” He couldn’t help himself. “We tend to prefer friendlier, non-violent aliens. The big-heads are a plus too.”

	“You prefer your mate had a big head?”

	The mention of Gillian made his pulse quicken. “I like her just the way she is. Alive.” He paused. “Where is she?”

	“Where is the letter?”

	“I’m not giving you anything until I know she’s okay. I want to see Royce too.”

	She squinted. “The arrangement was not for Royce. Only for her.”

	“Like I said, I can’t tell my wife I bargained for her safety and not for her brother’s. I’d like to keep living. Besides, he’s not a threat, he just acts like one. It’s one of his less admirable traits. Once you have the letter, just leave him behind. There’s no way for him to claim what’s his.”

	She walked to a tree and looked up at it. “Unfortunately, he’s what you all like to call a ‘loose end.’” She turned and leaned against the tree. “I’m sure you don’t leave any of those when you close one of your big deals, do you?”

	Her knowledge of his business dealings made him raise a brow. “You’ve done your homework.”

	“Every good business woman does. This is just a job. It’s as simple as that. Nothing personal. You understand?”

	He took a few steps into the clearing and wondered again where she’d come from. “I do. Dotting the i’s and crossing the t’s is important if you want to succeed. I know greasing the wheels can go a long way to ensuring long term relationships.”

	She pushed off the trunk. “I’m not even supposed to be here. If Burke had done his job, I’d be on my way home. But now I have to clean up his mess.”

	“You have more in common with female humans than you realize.”

	She stepped closer. “The letter.”

	He held his ground. “Not until I see Gillian, and Royce.”

	“Do you have it?”

	“I know where it is.”

	She studied him. He got the strange sensation she was probing him. “Is it nearby?”

	“Maybe.”

	“In your car?”

	“Again. Where’s Gillian?”

	She set her jaw. “I could kill you right where you stand.”

	“You could.”

	Her eyes narrowed. “Are you carrying it? I could search you.”

	He hesitated. Negotiation was a skill he’d honed over the years. Knowing the subtleties of bargaining with aggressive adversaries had made him a lot of money. This woman was no different, although she did have his wife. He’d have to be careful. Losing this deal would cost him more than he was willing to give. Raising his arms, he said, “I’m all yours, but be careful. I’m ticklish.”

	She studied him but didn’t move.

	He dropped his arms. “Gillian? You do have her, don’t you?”

	The question made her square her shoulders. “Of course. You doubt that?”

	He picked up on her irritation, as if she didn’t like her abilities questioned. Maybe he could use that against her. “We’re out in the middle of nowhere. I don’t see her. Maybe she escaped? My wife can be hard to handle. Maybe I should check…” He started to reach for his phone.

	Her face hardened. “She has not escaped.” She paused. “I’ll show you.”

	He put his phone back. 

	Andolina stepped away and pulled a silvery device from her pocket. It was about the size of a small billfold. She depressed a button.

	For a moment, nothing happened, but then Grayson heard a slight swooshing sound. It got louder, and Grayson stared in disbelief as a large metallic ship materialized in the clearing, taking up about half of the area. Now he knew why the grass was flat. The craft had a tubular middle with two additional oval sections attached on either side. It was wide and tall, supported by two v-shaped legs. There were no windows, although Grayson saw an outline of a door on the oval section closest to him.

	Openmouthed, Grayson heard another whoosh as the door slid open and a ramp slid out and descended to the ground.

	Andolina put the device back in her pocket. She turned toward the craft but looked back at a stunned Grayson, who didn’t know what to say.

	“Let’s go see your wife,” she said, and started walking.

	 

	**

	 

	Sarah slipped on a rock but caught herself. 

	Desde looked back. “We’re almost there.” 

	Sarah didn’t answer, but glanced behind her, wondering how far back her husband was. They’d been walking for a while and the sun beat down from above. The day had warmed, and Sarah felt sweat trickle down her back. They’d followed the trail for the first thirty minutes, but then had moved off of it. It had been nothing but forest, shrubs, roots, and streams since. She’d ripped her jeans on some brambles, and had a few scratches from some low-hanging branches, but her energy level remained high. Every step brought her closer to her children. 

	The driver walked with Desde, but neither of them said much. Desde had changed into more suitable clothing that morning, wearing jeans and hiking boots. Her hair was up in a messy bun. The driver had glanced back at Sarah once, but that had been the extent of his engagement.

	Since Desde had said they were close, Sarah began to wonder about the exchange. If they planned to keep her and release Ethan and Rosie, then who was going to take the kids back to safety? Did they plan to let Charlotte find her way back on her own?

	“Once we’re there, what happens?” she asked. “I want to see my kids.”

	Desde kept walking. “You will.”

	“How will they get home?”

	“They have legs, don’t they?”

	Anger bubbled up. “They’re children. You expect them to walk through this by themselves? Even with their grandmother?”

	Desde scowled. “I don’t know why children on this planet are so coddled. You’d do them a favor if you expected more from them.”

	“I don’t think asking my three-year-old twins to walk through miles of woods with an older woman with bad knees is going to toughen them up. They’re more likely to get lost. I’m not going to leave them knowing they’re not safe.”

	Desde snickered. “You’ll leave when I say you leave. You take orders from me now. Don’t think because you’re some sort of unique hybrid that you’ll get any favors from me.” She sneered. “Remember that.”

	Sarah bit her tongue. If she hadn’t known that John was somewhere behind her, ready to rescue her and their kids, Sarah would have told Desde to shove her favors in a dark place. Deciding to continue her docile role, she didn’t speak.

	They walked for ten more minutes, and Desde pulled something from her pocket. It looked like a cell phone. She stared at the screen for a moment, touched a button, then pointed. “That way.”

	They veered off again, pushing through even thicker foliage. A bird cawed in the distance and Sarah swatted another wayward branch away from her face. “How much longer?”

	Something sharp slammed into her stomach and she fell, holding her belly. It felt like someone had shot her with an arrow, but there was nothing there.

	She heard Desde’s voice. “You will speak when spoken to. You will walk until I say stop.”

	Sarah looked up. Desde stood over her, her face sharp. The driver watched, his face impassive. Perhaps he’d had to deal with this treatment as well.

	“Tell me you understand,” said Desde.

	Sarah dropped her head. The pain was easing, and she made an effort to straighten. “I understand.”

	“Look at me when you say it,” said Desde.

	Sarah tensed but came up on her knees and made eye contact with Desde. “I understand.”

	Desde’s eyes flared. “Good.” She swiveled and started walking. “Now stop talking.”

	Sarah got back on her feet and followed. She prayed that once they reached their destination, she’d be able to get her kids to safety before she threw Desde into a tree. Taking a deep breath, she knew she had to control her anger. Desde was a powerful enemy and would fight back. There would be no point in challenging her if it meant leaving her children motherless.

	The sun rose higher as they moved through the woods. Sarah slipped off her jacket and tied it around her waist. Continuing to glance behind, she saw nothing. A nugget of doubt blossomed when she considered that no one was following. Was she on her own? What if they’d lost the signal? How would she get her children out? If it meant leaving to protect them, would she do it?

	Sarah pondered these questions and more, feeling her anxiety build. For a brief moment, she wanted to cry, when Desde stopped. Sarah, lost in her thoughts, stopped too, and froze. In front of her, in a large clearing, stood a ship, bright and shiny in the sunlight.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Six

	 

	Grayson stepped up onto the metallic ramp leading into the interior. His footsteps clanged as he walked, and his stomach rolled. Gillian was here, and he was about to see her. His mind whirled with anxiety. What would he do once he had her? Would he see Royce too?

	Entering the craft, Grayson stared at the walls of the ship. There wasn’t much to it. Just a short anterior room with five closed doors, one in front of him and two on either side. All his space movies had left him expecting to see something like the Millennium Falcon or the Starship Enterprise, but this was far less impressive. Andolina continued to walk. Her footsteps echoed off the walls. Grayson waited to see someone or something else, but it was quiet.

	They passed the first set of doors and Andolina stopped in front of the second one on the right, just before the entryway ended. She waved her hand over a small screen beside the door and it swooshed open, much like the doors opened in the movies. At least something is accurate, thought Grayson. 

	With the door open, Grayson saw a small room with more white walls, and just beyond the doorway, the armrest of what looked like a white sofa. He followed Andolina inside.

	 

	**

	 

	Sarah stopped and stared at the large ship. It stood about six feet off the ground with two large sections attached to a tubular middle. Four large support beams descended from the bottom to prop it off the ground. The driver and Desde stopped too, and Desde checked her device. “She’s here,” she said. “She’s on the other side.” She tapped on the screen and spoke to the driver. “She’s not answering. Go find her. Tell her we’re here. I’ll take care of Sarah.”

	The driver glanced at Sarah before walking out of the woods and beneath the craft toward the other section. Looking closer, Sarah noticed a lowered ramp on the far end of the ship.

	“Are my children here?” she asked.

	Desde continued to tap on her screen. “You ask too many questions.” She slid her device into her pocket. Sarah heard a noise and saw a second ramp on their side of the ship descend. “I’ll have to fix that.” Desde started walking.

	Sarah followed, hope bubbling up that she was about to see Ethan and Rosie. Desde turned, her face stony. “You stay here.”

	Sarah stopped short. “But—” The sharp pain returned, and she dropped to her knees, holding her belly.

	“Be quiet.” Desde swiveled back and headed toward the ship, leaving Sarah kneeling in the dirt. All Sarah could do was watch her walk away because it hurt too much to breathe.

	As the distance grew between her and Desde, the pain subsided until eventually she could draw a breath with ease. Slowly, she stood and saw Desde disappear into the craft. She waited silently, reminding herself to breathe. Desde knew Sarah wouldn’t run. Not with her kids still in danger. Glancing behind her, she wondered if John was somewhere close. She prayed help was nearby. Hours seemed to pass, and she paced until finally there was movement and a woman appeared at the top of the ramp. It was Charlotte, her mother-in-law. Behind her were Ethan and Rosie. Charlotte took their hands and began to lead them down the ramp.

	Sarah’s heart raced, and she took off in a sprint. “Ethan! Rosie!” 

	Ethan pointed. “It’s Mommy,” he said, smiling.

	“Mommy, Mommy!” said Rosie.

	Charlotte dropped their hands and the kids ran down the ramp.

	Sarah got to them at the bottom and swooped them up into her arms. “My babies.” She nuzzled her face into their necks and kissed their heads. Tears sprang into her eyes. “How are you? Are you okay?”

	“We had ice cream,” said Rosie.

	“I want more,” said Ethan.

	“You did?” asked Sarah, crying and kissing their cheeks. She saw Charlotte, who’d joined them. “You okay? They didn’t hurt you?”

	Charlotte shook her head. Her face was pale, but she appeared to be in good health. “No. They treated us well. Nobody’s hurt. The kids kept asking about you and John. I did my best to allay their fears.”

	“Where’s Daddy?” asked Rosie.

	“I want Daddy,” said Ethan.

	Looking past Charlotte, Sarah saw Desde appear at the entrance of the ship. She didn’t say anything, just stared down at them.

	“Oh my gosh,” Sarah said, holding them close. “I missed you two so much.” She wiped at her tears.

	“We missed you too,” said Rosie.

	“I cried,” said Ethan.

	“You did?” asked Sarah. “That’s okay. I cried too.”

	“I didn’t cry, Mommy,” said Rosie.

	“You didn’t?” asked Sarah.

	“No. Nana said you’d come,” said Rosie.

	“You’re both very brave,” said Sarah.

	Desde crossed her arms, and Sarah realized her time was short. She spoke to Charlotte. “Listen, I need you to take the kids to safety.”

	Charlotte frowned. “What do you mean? What about you?”

	“You have to trust me,” said Sarah.

	“I want to go home, Mommy,” said Ethan.

	“Me too,” said Rosie.

	“I know, babies. I know,” said Sarah. She kissed their foreheads and smelled their hair. The thought of letting them go brought a new threat of tears, but she swallowed it back. “Grandma’s going to take you home. She’ll take you to see Daddy. You want to do that?”

	“Yes,” said Rosie. She squirmed, and Sarah loosened her hold. “You have to do something for me. Can you go with Grandma to go see Daddy?”

	“I want you to take us,” said Ethan. He pulled on her hand. “Let’s go.”

	Fresh tears threatened, and Sarah pushed his hair off his face. He needed a haircut. “I know, sweetheart. But Daddy can’t wait to see you. He misses you so much.”

	“Let’s go Mommy,” said Rosie.

	Swallowing the lump in her throat, she pulled Rosie in for a hug. “I’ll be right behind you. I promise,” she whispered into Rosie’s ear. She reached over and pulled Ethan close. “I love you both so much.” It was hard to breathe. All she wanted to do was hold her kids and make sure they were safe. She hugged them tighter.

	“Mommy, you’re squeezing,” said Ethan.

	Sarah released her hold. “I’m sorry, baby. I’m just so happy to see you.”

	“Is Daddy going to get us?” asked Rosie.

	Her chest constricting, Sarah kept her face placid and tucked her daughter’s hair behind her ear. “Yes, sweetheart. He’s looking for you. But you need to help him find you. I need you to go with Grandma, okay?”

	“Wrap it up,” said Desde from above.

	Sarah’s heart thumped, and she fought to hold it together. She pulled Ethan and Rosie in for another hug and kissed them. “You need to go now. Go with Grandma. She’ll take you to Daddy.” She bit her lip to fight back the tears.

	“You too, Mommy,” said Rosie.

	Sarah tried to answer but her throat closed.

	Charlotte leaned down. “Come along, darlings. Mommy needs to talk to this nice lady for a minute, then she’ll be along. Don’t worry.” She took their hands. “Let’s go see Daddy.”

	Sarah nodded, thankful for Charlotte’s help. She managed a shaky breath, stood, and pointed. “It’s about a thirty-minute walk to the trail. Just go straight west. You should see the path soon.” She paused as a tear escaped and ran down her cheek. She wanted to tell Charlotte that John was following, but she couldn’t risk Desde picking up on it. “Be careful.”

	Charlotte nodded. “You too. I don’t know what’s going on here, but just be sure you come home. These children need their mother.”

	Sarah hugged her mother-in-law and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “I’m working on it.”

	Charlotte tugged on the kid’s hands. “Ready? Who wants more ice cream?”

	“Me, me!” They said in unison.

	They walked away from the ramp and toward the woods. Sarah’s vision blurred with tears. “I love you,” she said, her nose running.

	“Are we going through the trees?” she heard Ethan ask Charlotte.

	“Can we see a squirrel?” asked Rosie.

	“Yes, Ethan,” said Charlotte, “We’re walking through the trees. And yes, Rosie, keep your eyes out for a squirrel.” She glanced back at Sarah as she guided her grandchildren into the woods. Sarah listened to their muffled voices and watched as they slowly disappeared from view. Holding her stomach, she wanted to throw up. Watching her children walk away was the hardest thing she’d ever done.

	Slow footsteps came up behind her. “It’s difficult now, but you’ll get over it,” said Desde.

	Sarah wiped her nose and brushed away a tear. She hated this woman.

	“Pull yourself together,” said Desde. “It’s time to go home.”

	“This is my home,” said Sarah. Her breath hitched, and she tried to stop crying.

	Desde stared toward the trees. “Not anymore.” She turned to walk back up the ramp. “Let’s go.”

	 

	**

	 

	Grayson walked into the white chamber and saw nothing, other than a white couch and a cracked wall with a big, ugly hole in it. Looking through the broken remnants of the tile, he could see another white room that looked similar. “Looks like your ship has some structural issues.” He put his hand beside the damage and patted it. A hanging piece of the structure fell off and broke apart on the floor. “I have a foundation guy if you need one.”

	Andolina seemed frozen in place. Without a word, she turned and walked back into the hallway. Grayson’s heart raced. Gillian had been in this room. He could smell her perfume. And he could only deduce that Royce had caused the damage. Had he done it to save Gillian? Grayson tried to think. Had they escaped? He turned to follow Andolina when the door slid shut in his face, cutting him off. Running up, he slammed his palm against it. “Hey!” he yelled. He searched for a button or a keypad, but there was nothing. He banged on the door and yelled again, but there was only silence. 

	 

	**

	 

	Royce slowly dropped the unconscious man to the ground.

	“Is he all right?” asked Gillian.

	Royce stepped over the man. “He’s breathing. That’s all I know.”

	“You’re not cloaked anymore.”

	“I realize that. It’s not that easy to stay cloaked when you’re fighting for your life.”

	“What do we do now?”

	Royce surveyed the room. They appeared to be in a supply closet. There were metallic objects of all shapes and sizes secured to the walls and shelves. A few of them appeared to resemble hammers, wrenches, and screwdrivers, but there were other objects he could not identify.

	They’d gotten in here on pure luck. While waiting in the white room, he’d cloaked himself, and when someone had arrived to bring Gillian food, Royce had tackled him, putting him into a chokehold until he’d collapsed. Once out of the room though, he and Gillian had no idea how to get off the ship. They were in a hallway with nothing but doors, none of which would open. Realizing they couldn’t stand there forever, he’d dragged the unconscious man out of the room and swiped the man’s hand over the various screens. This was the first door that had opened, and they’d dragged him inside and closed the door behind them.

	“We’ve got to figure out how to get off this thing,” said Royce. “You have any idea where this ship is located?”

	“We’re in the woods,” said Gillian. “A good distance away from anything of consequence. We’re unlikely to be found unless some random hiker walks by.”

	“We can’t rely on that.” He thought about it. “We’re going to have to either wait it out, or venture outside again.”

	“But we don’t know how to get out of here. We can’t get the doors open.”

	Royce grabbed what looked like duct tape and began to bind the unconscious man’s hands and mouth. “I know. We’ll have to wait. When someone shows up, we make a break for it.”

	Gillian’s jaw dropped. “Are you crazy? How are we going to do that?”

	“I’ll cloak myself again. Then go out there and watch for access. When we get an opportunity to get out, I’ll give you a signal and you get the hell out of here. You head into the woods and get help.”

	“What about you?”

	“I’m going to be sure we don’t have anyone following us. We won’t get far if we’re being chased.”

	“I’m not leaving you behind.”

	He tossed the tape to the side. “Gillian, you’re pregnant. You’ve got to get off this ship and the sooner the better. Besides, they want me, not you. And they’ll use you against me, and I’ll die before they hurt you.”

	“Royce—”

	He pointed. “Don’t argue with me. We have to do it this way. You know that.”

	Gillian scowled. “There is another way. You and I together make a formidable team.”

	“You don’t know that. We don’t have Eve with us. We can’t be sure the two of us alone will be able to handle Andolina.”

	“You expect me to run off, knowing they’ll kill you? How am I supposed to live with that?”

	“Happily, knowing that you and your child are alive. Name the kid after me if you want. Just don’t question it. This is about survival. Don’t spend one day of regret about it, because I’ll come back and haunt you if you do.”

	“That’s not funny, Royce.”

	“I’m not laughing.”

	They paused. “There has got to be a better way,” said Gillian.

	“If there is, let’s hope it shows itself.”

	She walked over and hugged him, burying her head in his shoulder. “Please don’t die,” she said into his shirt.

	Royce hugged her back, gritting his teeth. “I’ll do my best. I promise.” The thought of saying goodbye broke his heart. “You tell Evie what I said about the whole haunting thing. The same goes for her. Mom too.”

	She nodded into his chest but wouldn’t pull away.

	He rubbed her shoulders. “Come on. The fat lady hasn’t sung yet. There’s still hope.”

	She stepped back but held his hand. “I love you, you big jerk.”

	He smiled, feeling his heart swell. “I love you too, twerp.”

	Before he could begin to cloak, the door to the room slid open. Royce grabbed Gillian and pushed her behind him.

	Andolina, her back straight and her face relaxed, walked into the room. “There you are,” she said. “I assumed you didn’t go far.” She raised a brow at the unconscious man, then glanced around Royce and spoke to Gillian. “Your husband’s here. Would you like to say hello before he dies?”

	 


Chapter Twenty-Seven

	 

	“Stop,” said Adam. “This is the location of Grayson’s last signal.” He slipped his cell phone into his pocket and put his hand on the trunk of a nearby tree. “We’re in the middle of nowhere. I don’t see anything.”

	“Maybe something happened,” said Eve, walking up behind him. “Maybe the signal was lost.” She kicked at a fat root. “How are we supposed to know where to go from here?”

	Jasper stood quietly, his head cocked as if listening.

	“You got any ideas?” asked Adam.

	“Where’s Vee?” asked Eve. “Is she going to know where to find us?”

	Jasper squinted. “She knows these woods better than we do. She’ll be fine.”

	“I’m still not sure why we separated,” said Eve. “Isn’t there safety in numbers?”

	“Sometimes,” said Jasper. He continued to study the area.

	“What are you thinking?” asked Adam. “How do we explain our complete failure in finding Grayson?”

	Jasper turned and took a few steps into the trees. “On the contrary, I’m thinking this is the perfect place to land a ship. And…” He moved into the foliage, and Adam and Eve followed.

	Adam pushed back some branches and dodged some thorns before stepping into a large clearing. He dropped his jaw when he saw a large metallic ship sitting in the middle of the forest. Eve bumped into him, and he heard her gasp.

	“And all we need is a place to land it,” said Jasper, quietly. He raised his arms and directed Eve and Adam back into the brush.

	Adam back-stepped, squatting below a thick vine. Eve joined him. Jasper made a shushing sound and stooped low behind a branch. They watched the ship for a few seconds but saw no movement.

	Adam spoke in a whisper. “Do we wait for the cavalry? They should be on their way.”

	“Do you see Gray?” asked Eve, wiping a trickle of sweat from her forehead.

	“Probably on the ship,” said Jasper.

	“Which means Gillian and Royce must be here too,” said Eve. She sighed, and Adam could feel her worry. 

	Jasper pulled out his own cell-phone like device, tapped at it, and put it away. “This is the tricky part. We have to wait. Hopefully Adam’s right and help will be here soon, because timing is critical.”

	“We can’t wait forever,” said Eve.

	Jasper pulled his water out and took a sip. “We go in too soon, we could get your siblings killed. We go too late,” he paused, “basically, same scenario.”

	“So, how do we know?” asked Adam.

	Jasper watched for a moment, then spoke to Eve. “I know you can read objects, but how good are you at reading your brother and sister?”

	Eve’s face scrunched. “Gillian’s the intuitive one. Not me.”

	“That’s not exactly true,” said Adam. “You don’t give yourself credit. You pick up on much more than you let on.”

	“You read Royce’s letter pretty easily,” said Jasper. “I need you to do it again, but with Royce and Gillian. Hone in on them. Can you do that?”

	“You mean pick up on their thoughts?” asked Eve.

	“Exactly,” said Jasper.

	“It’s not something I’ve practiced,” said Eve. “I prefer to keep other people’s thoughts at a distance.”

	“Well now’s the time to try,” said Jasper. “I need you to go still and listen. They’re not far. Quiet your mind and see if you can find out where they are and what’s going on. The more information we have the better. And if you can, communicate to them that we’re here. Hopefully, they’ll be able to pick up on your signal. Once we know more, we can make a better decision as to what to do next and when to move.”

	Eve took a deep breath and nodded. “Okay.”

	She sat on the ground and crossed her legs. Closing her eyes, she breathed deeply and went still.

	 

	**

	 

	Ramsey stepped around some poison ivy and squatted low beside a thick bush. Declan and Hannah followed. They made as little noise as possible as they moved, not wanting to bring any attention to their presence. Ramsey knew his wife was somewhere ahead of him. Declan had noted that Sarah’s forward progress had slowed and stopped. Ramsey had to force himself not to sprint into the woods. Until he knew his kids were safe, he had to let this play out and allow Sarah to do her part. It was killing him to put her at risk, but they’d had no other choice.

	Getting closer to the spot where Sarah’s signal had stopped, Ramsey stepped carefully, keeping an eye out in front of him. He didn’t want to walk straight into an ambush. Declan and Hannah were quiet behind him, but the closer he got, the more stressed he became. What would they do if the kids were not where they were taking Sarah? What if Sarah disappeared and Ramsey couldn’t get to her? The terrifying scenarios plagued him, and he tried not to think the worst, but icy fear made his chest hurt.

	Pushing through another dense area of foliage, Ramsey froze when he heard something. He looked behind him and put a finger to his lips. Declan and Hannah froze too. They listened. After a few seconds, Ramsey recognized voices. Soft footfalls and crunching leaves accompanied the sound and whoever it was made no effort to be silent. As the noises grew louder, he crouched low, ready to launch himself at whoever was headed their way. There was no time for them to hide or retreat.

	His stress level at its max, Ramsey waited and prayed that they wouldn’t be discovered, but as his ears tuned in, he heard what sounded like a child. He swore he heard, “It’s a squirrel,” in a high-pitched voice.

	Declan punched him from behind, and Ramsey looked back. His brother pointed with wide eyes. “It’s them,” he said, just as Ramsey heard a female say, “That’s a bunny rabbit, Rosie.”

	Ramsey’s heart dropped. It was his mother. Without thinking, he scrambled out of the woods. Pushing past a heavy branch, there stood his mother, holding Ethan and Rosie’s hands, directing them through the trees.

	“Mom!” he yelled.

	Charlotte Ramsey jumped and turned. “John? Is that you?”

	Ramsey raced toward his mother and kids.

	“Daddy!” said Ethan.

	“Hi, Daddy,” said Rosie.

	Ramsey dropped to his knees and pulled his kids into his arms. There were no words to describe his relief. Tears welled up in his eyes, and he hugged them tightly. “Thank god,” he said into Rosie’s hair. His voice quivered, and his body shook.

	“Are you crying, Daddy?” asked Rosie. She pulled back and patted his cheek. “Don’t cry.”

	“Mommy says boys cry all the time,” said Ethan, his eyes wide. “It’s okay, Daddy.”

	Ramsey wiped his eyes. “Are you all right?” He checked them for any injuries. “Are you hurt?”

	“We’re all fine,” said his mother.

	“Grandma’s taking us for ice cream,” said Rosie. “You want some?”

	Ramsey smiled. “Not right now, sweetheart.”

	Declan and Hannah came up behind them. “You’re okay,” said Declan. “Hi, Rosie. Hi, Ethan.”

	“You want some ice cream, Uncle Declan?” asked Rosie.

	Declan kneeled beside her. “Maybe later, honey. Right now, your daddy and I have to find Mommy.”

	“She’s on the ship with the mean lady,” said Rosie.

	Ramsey sniffed and stood. “What happened? Where’s Sarah?”

	His mother’s face paled. “She stayed behind. Told us to go. Said you were looking for us. I took the children away. I didn’t know what else to do.”

	Ramsey put his hand on her shoulder. “You did the right thing, Mom. It’s fine. Where’s the ship?”

	She pointed. “Straight that way. About ten minutes. You can’t miss it.” Her eyes had dark circles beneath them and her face was taught. “What are you going to do?”

	Ramsey squatted next to his children. “Ethan. Rosie. I need you to do me a favor. Can you go with Grandma? I need you to listen to her. She’ll take you back to the car and out of the woods. Can you do that?”

	Hannah joined him. “I’ll go too. Let’s see how many squirrels we can find.” She smiled and nodded at Ramsey.

	Ramsey smiled back wearily. “Thank you,” he said. He knew it would be hard for her to leave Declan.

	Hannah, stood, holding Rosie’s hand. “I’ll show you where the car is, Charlotte.” 

	“I saw three squirrels already,” said Rosie.

	“Those were birds,” said Ethan.

	“No, they weren’t,” said Rosie.

	“Hush, children,” said Charlotte. “No arguing. Let’s follow Aunt Hannah. She knows where to go.”

	John gave his mother a hug. “Be careful.”

	“I will,” she said. “Don’t worry about the kids. We’ll get them back safe.”

	Hannah hugged Declan. “You be careful too. Don’t do anything stupid,” she said.

	Declan nodded and kissed her. “Don’t worry. Just get the kids to safety. We’ll be right behind you.”

	Hannah held his hand. “Don’t you dare lie to me.”

	Declan nodded. “I know better than to do that.”

	“I love you,” said Hannah.

	“I love you too,” he said.

	Hannah let go of Declan, and Ramsey saw her swallow. Reserved, she looked at Ramsey, her eyes pensive. “And you…” She paused and Ramsey waited. “Go get your wife. Bring her back safe. I’m not getting ice cream without her.”

	Ramsey held his breath. Every nerve in his body was on edge. “You can be damn sure of that.”

	With a quick turn, Hannah stuck a smile on her face and guided Rosie into the woods with Charlotte and Ethan behind her. “Last one there is a rotten egg.”

	They headed through the trees, and Ramsey listened as his children babbled about birds and squirrels, and he wished Sarah was with them so they could all go home. He turned away. “You ready?” he said to Declan.

	“As I’ll ever be,” his brother replied.

	Ramsey broke into a jog, heading in the direction of the ship.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Eight

	 

	Sarah followed Desde into the large craft. She paid close attention to her surroundings. Every detail would matter if she planned to get out of here. John was on his way, and as much as she needed to get out of this alive, she had to be sure he didn’t get himself killed either. She would use whatever she could to her advantage.

	There wasn’t much to see. Desde walked into a small antechamber with one door ahead of her and one on either side. Sarah was reminded of the game show The Price is Right. Did the contestant want door number one, two, or three? Desde swiped her hand over a console on the wall. The door on the right slid open.

	“This will be your place for the time being. Until we’re ready to leave. Then we’ll prep you for the long sleep back.” Sarah could see a small, sparse room with a white couch and chair. “There’s a bathroom on the other side. It’s not much, but none of the rooms on this thing are anything special. I’m sick of white. I can’t wait to get back home. Get in my big bed with my soft sheets. You’ll like it there. It’s much more comfortable.”

	Desde stood at the entrance, waiting for Sarah. Sarah hesitated, wondering what to do. If she entered that room, would she ever get out? Were her children far enough away to be safe if she tried to run? The questions swirled. Where was John? Did he know where she was? Fear made her stomach churn and her thoughts wouldn’t settle. “Where will you be?” It was the only thing she could think to say.

	“It’s not your business, but I’ll give you some leeway here until you learn your place. I’m across the way.” She pointed to the door opposite Sarah’s. “It’s not much different than yours, but it’s bigger.”

	“This ship is large. This can’t be all of it,” said Sarah.

	Desde half-smiled. “It’s not. That over there,” she pointed to the middle door,” leads to the rest of the ship. Where Andolina rules the roost.” She said it with a sneer. “Right now, she calls the shots, so I do as she wants.” She paused. “For now, at least.”

	“Does she know I’m here?” Sarah wanted to keep her talking.

	“What she knows or doesn’t know is not your concern. Just keep your mouth shut and do what I say and everything will be fine. I know what I’m doing.”

	“What about Royce and Gillian? Are they here?”

	Desde narrowed her eyes. A sharp twist of pain hit Sarah in her midsection and she buckled to her knees. “I told you to stop asking questions.”

	Sarah began to slide toward the opening of the small room, and she held out her hands to stop her movement. “Wait. Please.” It came out as more of a whimper than a shout. Her progress halted just outside the door.

	Desde crouched beside her. “You should know who you’re dealing with. Sarna messed with me, and she paid the price. And when I find her again,” she paused. “Let’s just say that bitch will pay for what she did to me.”

	Sarah bit her lip in pain but risked another question. “What did she do?”

	Desde glowered. “If it hadn’t been for her and Royce, I’d be the mother of the High Child. Not the puppet of Roma’s cronies.”

	“Then Roma would have been threatened by you.”

	“I would have never hidden. I would have told everyone who I was. Roma would have had no choice but to make a place for me, or face ousting by the Council. Plus, I like money. I have no interest in politics or change. I simply want to live the life I’ve grown accustomed to. Sarna is different. She likes to politicize her position and use her connections to oust Roma and put Royce in place. Roma is not going to allow that to happen. Nor am I.”

	The pain eased enough for Sarah to take a deeper breath. “But Sarna has a child by Royce. You can’t kill a baby, no matter what the politics are.”

	Desde went quiet. Her body turned rigid and her face lost its color. “What did you say?”

	Sarah realized her mistake. It had not occurred to her that Desde did not know about Greta. She didn’t know what to say. Did none of them know about Greta? Maybe Roma and Andolina knew, but Desde clearly did not.

	Desde glowered. “That’s impossible. She could not have sustained a pregnancy after…” She stared off and Sarah wondered what she was remembering. By the twisted look on her face, it wasn’t good.

	“Get in your room,” said Desde.

	“But—” Sarah couldn’t finish her sentence before the pull on her body returned and she was dragged the rest of the way into the chamber by some unseen force. Her side hit the wall, knocking the air out of her. She caught a quick glance of Desde walking away before the door slid shut on her.

	 

	**

	 

	Gillian stepped out from behind Royce. “Where is Grayson? Is he here?” Royce tried to push her back, but she held her ground.

	Andolina smiled. “He’s here to save you. Very courageous of him. I traded the letter for your life.” She eyed Royce.

	“The letter? Grayson found Sarna’s letter?” asked Royce.

	“Yes. And as soon as I hand over your sister, I’ll have it. Then you and I will say a final goodbye, and I’ll go home, find Sarna, and take care of her too.” She leaned against the doorway. “Another successful mission in the books. Roma will be pleased.”

	“What about Gillian and Eve?” asked Royce.

	“They will be spared if Grayson brought me what I wanted. Assuming they will not pursue any interest in being High Child.” She pointed at Gillian. “But that agreement is null and void should you change your mind. Same goes for any offspring you may have.” Andolina’s eyes dropped briefly to Gillian’s stomach. “Remember that.”

	Royce considered what to do next. According to Andolina, Eve and Gillian were safe. “What about Jasper? What happens to him?”

	Andolina paused. “Roma has a soft spot for her brother. But I am less tolerant. If he interferes, I’ll take care of him too. Roma will grieve, but she’ll understand. Sometimes retaining power means letting go of the people you love.” She nodded behind her, looking out the open doorway. “I suspect he’s out there now, waiting.” She looked back. “He thinks I don’t know that he followed Grayson. He should know better. Unfortunately, his chances aren’t good.” She spoke to Gillian. “Your sister and Adam are out there too. You should probably warn them about the agreement if you want them to leave alive.”

	Gillian, despite Royce’s attempts, stepped forward. “Then let me leave and I will.”

	“Not without the letter,” said Andolina.

	“Why go after Sarna?” asked Royce. “She has no claim to the throne.”

	Andolina raised a brow. “You know why.”

	Fear coursed through Royce. “You know about Greta.”

	“I have eyes and ears everywhere. It’s why I get paid so well.”

	Royce fought every instinct he had to wrap his hands around Andolina’s throat. “You would kill a child?”

	Andolina crossed her arms. “Oh, I’m not going to do it. But I know who is.”

	Royce couldn’t speak. All he wanted was to protect his family, but his options were dwindling.

	“I don’t understand,” said Gillian. “Who could be so depraved as to kill an innocent baby?”

	There was a swooshing sound, and Andolina turned to look as footsteps sounded on the metal floor. “You’re back,” she said.

	A taller man with short brown hair and a fresh face appeared at the doorway. He nodded. “She tried to reach you, but when she didn’t hear back, she sent me.”

	“I’ve been busy,” said Andolina. “But there’s been progress. We’ll leave soon, but I have a job for you. There are others outside. I need you to make sure they stay off the ship. You do whatever it takes.”

	“Of course,” he said, nodding.

	Royce wondered who the ‘she’ was that the man was referring to, when he suddenly understood Andolina’s plan. “It’s Desde, isn’t it? You’re going to make her kill Sarna and Greta.”

	Andolina frowned. “I’m not going to make her do anything. Once she learns the truth, she won’t even ask permission. In fact, if I forbid her to harm the child, she’ll do exactly the opposite. You have no idea how much she hates you and Sarna. She’s cunning and vengeful, which makes her useful, until I don’t need her anymore.” She addressed the man behind her. “Tell Desde I want to see her.” She shot a knowing look at Royce. “There’s something I need to tell her.”

	Royce gritted his teeth. If there was a way to stop Andolina, he was going to have to think of it fast.

	“There’s something else,” said the man. “She didn’t come alone.”

	“What do you mean?” asked Andolina.

	“She brought one of them with her.”

	Andolina’s eyes narrowed and her face dropped. “What? Who?”

	“The hybrid. She plans to take her back with us.”

	Andolina set her jaw.

	Royce shared a look with Gillian. He suspected he knew who they meant. Desde had Sarah. He thought of Ethan and Rosie. Had Sarah made a deal to save her children? It’s what he would have done.

	“Where are the children?” asked Andolina, her posture rigid.

	“She’s letting them go.”

	Andolina paused, her face flat, but Royce sensed the anger behind it. 

	“Maybe she’s not as useful as you think,” he said.

	Andolina’s dark eyes found his. “Her time will come.” She flicked her angry eyes toward Gillian. “Let’s get this over with.” When Gillian hesitated, Andolina responded. “Or you can stay here and I’ll kill Grayson where he stands. Letter or no letter. My patience is wearing thin.”

	Gillian took a hesitant step toward Andolina but offered Royce a wary glance.

	“Gillian…” Royce held his breath. He ached to protect her, but he couldn’t sacrifice her husband in the process. “Remember what I said.”

	She nodded as she followed Andolina out of the room, but Andolina turned back. “You too,” she said to Royce. “No need for you to cloak yourself when I have my back turned.” She spoke to the man still beside her. “Send the message to Desde and keep watch. No one else gets on this ship who isn’t already on it. You are authorized to use whatever force is necessary. Go.”

	The man walked away. Royce stepped out of the room and got a quick glance of the outside before the ship’s door began to close. He saw lots of trees and a lowered ramp before his view disappeared. At least he knew which way was out.

	Andolina followed the corridor of doors that he and Gillian had crossed and went to the door of the room they’d left. It slid open with a wave of Andolina’s hand. Sitting on the white couch was Grayson. His head popped up. “Gillian,” he said, standing.

	“Grayson.” She ran into his arms, and he pulled her close.

	Royce heard him whisper. “You okay?”

	She nodded. “I’m okay,” she said. “So’s the baby.”

	He let go of a deep breath. “I was scared to death.”

	“I know,” she said pulling back. “But it’s all right.” She put her hand on his cheek.

	“It’s all right if he has what I want,” said Andolina. “Otherwise this homecoming is going to be short-lived.” She cocked her head. “So where is it?”

	Grayson let go of Gillian, his face pale. He spoke to Royce. “I had to do it. I took the letter from Jasper. I was terrified. I had to protect Gillian.”

	Royce couldn’t fault him for that. If their situations were reversed, he likely would have done the same thing.

	Grayson regarded Andolina. “Just let us go. We’ll keep Royce here. He’ll behave. If he gets any grand ideas, we’ll remind him of how nasty his enemies can be. You’ll have nothing to worry about.”

	“We’ve gone way past that,” said Andolina. “Now give me the letter. I’ve humored you for this long, so don’t make me angry. We had a deal. You play with me and I will rescind the agreement.” She walked into the chamber and got up close to Grayson, her eyes like darts. “Give it to me.”

	Grayson held Gillian’s hand, but he let it go. With a glance at Royce, he said, “I’m sorry,” bent over, and pulled up a pant leg. A tri-folded paper was in his sock, and he pulled it out. “You should have searched me.” She ticked up a brow, and he handed it to her. “Here. Take it. Just let Gillian go.”

	Andolina took the papers and held them. Going still, she closed her eyes and, without opening the papers, stroked her fingers over it, as if petting a small bird. After a few seconds, her eyes opened, and she smiled. “Excellent. That wasn’t so hard was it?”

	Royce’s heart deflated, but he had one hope. “It says nothing about Sarna’s whereabouts. You won’t find her.”

	Andolina grinned. “You seem to think I’m stupid. You think I’d come all this way to read a love letter? This is much more than that.” She waved the papers. “Sarna’s energy is all over it. It’s like a map, telling me exactly where to go. I suspect, once I’m home, that I’ll find her within the week.” She smiled and her teeth gleamed in the artificial light. “Greta too.”

	At the mention of his daughter’s name, Royce’s control vanished. Rage erupted, and he did the only thing he could do. He launched forward and tackled Andolina to the floor. He heard Gillian yell his name as he wrapped his hands around Andolina’s throat and squeezed. She struggled for a short second before a tingle in his belly became a jackhammer, and he was lifted and thrown off her. His body flew up and back out into the corridor, and he landed on his back, his head taking a hard hit. Gillian screamed and ran toward him.

	“Get her out of here,” yelled Royce to Grayson with a groan.

	Grayson grabbed Gillian by the shoulders and tried to pull her away, but Gillian resisted.

	“No. I won’t leave him,” she yelled as Grayson held her.

	Andolina appeared at the doorway, her hair disheveled. She straightened her shirt and, still watching Royce, walked to a side panel of the corridor. Attached to it was a flat box. She put the letter in it, and then turned her full attention on Royce.

	Royce tried to sit up, but an invisible force held him down. He grunted, trying to move, but his body would not comply. A strange, heavy feeling began to move up his legs, and he couldn’t raise them. It was as if all his nerve endings were going on strike. A slow paralysis crawled up to his pelvis and traveled up his spine. White hot terror made him sweat, and he came to the realization that this was it. Andolina was going to kill him, find Sarna and Greta, and kill them too. He’d failed.

	Controlling his fear, he managed to speak. If nothing else, he would protect his remaining family. “Grayson. Take Gillian now. Don’t let her see this.” Andolina didn’t move, but her eyes told Royce everything. The paralysis moved up into his waist and he knew his lungs were next. “Please,” he said.

	Gillian’s face was streaked with tears as she tried to escape Grayson’s hold. “Stop. Please don’t kill him.”

	Grayson grabbed Gillian and pulled her back. “Gillian, we have to go.”

	Royce thought of the trees outside, wishing he could run into them. Sarna and Greta’s faces flitted in his mind, and he reached out, wishing they could hear him. “I’m so sorry,” was all he could convey before the paralysis moved up his belly and into his lungs, and his breath halted. Still able to move his arms, he gripped at the cold metal beneath him.

	“No,” said Gillian.

	Fighting for air, Royce closed his eyes.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Nine

	 

	Ramsey crouched low, and Declan joined him. He was breathing hard from his run, and he tried to slow his breath. He didn’t want to risk anyone knowing they were there. The ship sat quietly, it’s shiny hull gleaming in the sunshine. The size of the craft surprised Ramsey. He’d expected something small and fast, not big and imposing. But considering its passengers, he figured he shouldn’t have been surprised. He suspected Desde liked her space.

	Declan pointed. “Look. There’s an open door. The ramp’s down.”

	Ramsey nodded. Is that where they’d taken Sarah? “Can you see the other side?” He motioned toward the underside of the craft which was raised on six-foot-high supports. “It looks like another ramp is down on the opposite end.”

	“I see it,” said Declan in a whisper. “It’s bigger. Maybe it’s the main entrance.” He studied the area. “How do you want to do this? I don’t see anyone.”

	Ramsey considered what to do. “Morgana’s sending support, right? They should be here soon.”

	“Theoretically, yes. But there’s no telling when they’ll arrive.”

	Ramsey couldn’t afford to wait. If the ship began to show signs of departure, he could lose his chance to save his wife.

	“Any word from Jasper?” he asked.

	“Not recently,” said Declan. “But if they’re trying to save Royce and Gillian, they’ve got their own can of worms to deal with.”

	Ramsey grappled with what to do. All that came to mind was what he always did. Trust his gut. “I say we take door number one.”

	“I’m right behind you.”

	Ramsey stepped out of the woods toward the ship.

	 

	**

	 

	Eve sucked in a breath. The images swirled fast, and it was hard to keep up. Gillian and Royce were standing in a room, talking. Gillian wrung her hands as Royce spoke to her. Then the picture shifted, and she could hear Royce in her head. Sarna’s letter. Gillian’s fear for Grayson and her baby coursed through Eve, and sweat popped out on her skin. Trying to follow the conversation, Eve frowned as everything went dark and then she saw them again. Gillian hugging Gray. Anger bubbling up from her brother. The letter. Sarna. Greta. The emotion was almost too much for Eve and she struggled to keep her focus. Royce’s fear for her and Gillian made her heart thump. Eve tried to reach out to him, but his thoughts were too jumbled, and she couldn’t connect. Then white hot rage enveloped her. So much that she almost screamed, and then a terrible blackness joined it, making it difficult to distinguish between the two. She audibly grunted when the air was knocked from her and a fear she’d never experienced enveloped her and tightened its grip, making it hard to breathe. Tears spilled from her lashes as her body went numb, and she heard Gillian’s shrieks of anguish. It was unbearable. Something pulled at her, and she was yanked from her vision and opened her eyes.

	Adam was kneeling next to her, holding her elbow. “Eve,” he said. “What happened? You’re scaring me.”

	Jasper stood over her. “What did you see?”

	Catching her breath, Eve jumped to her feet, wiping her face. “They’re dying.” Desperate, she ran out of the woods.

	“Eve,” said Adam.

	“Wait,” yelled Jasper.

	But Eve ignored them. Her feet flew over the hard ground, jumping roots and dodging a prickly shrub, the images of her vision assailing her. Her siblings were going to die.

	Clearing the trees, the ship came into view. The ramp they’d seen was still lowered, but the entrance to the ship was closed, and at the bottom of the ramp, stood a man.

	 

	**

	 

	Desde marched toward the door that led to the ship’s interior, intent on confronting Andolina. Waving her hand, the door to the central part of the ship raised. She walked through, and it closed behind her. Sarna had given birth to Royce’s child? How was that possible? Her attack on Sarna should have ended any pregnancy and Sarna should have died as a result. Desde could live with Sarna’s survival, but not the baby’s. The High Child’s baby was supposed to be hers.

	She strode through a large chamber which housed the sleeping tubes and a round metallic table for meals. The front of the ship was on her right, and she passed the entrance to the pilot’s chamber, where two main chairs and three passenger chairs stood vacant. Through the viewing pane the wind rustled the tree tops. The more she walked, the angrier she became.

	Why had Andolina not told her? Perhaps she didn’t know either, and if she didn’t, then Desde would give her the news, and her plan would be to find that child and end its life. Preferably while Sarna watched. Then that bitch would know pain.

	But somehow, she suspected Andolina had known. Heat flared through her as she considered what to do and say. Andolina had used Desde to do her dirty work and would no doubt take all the credit. Desde’s imagination churned. Is this the real reason they’d come to Earth? Not just to kill Royce, but to also locate Sarna and her brat? It made sense. Roma would not want another potential threat to her throne. But why not tell her? Because they didn’t trust her. Instead, they’d put Andolina in charge. Desde guessed what Andolina had planned. Once the Fletchers were dead, Andolina would use Desde’s hatred to her advantage, finally telling Desde the whole truth and having her kill the High Child because she was too cowardly to do it herself.

	Desde fumed as she passed to the other side of the ship, ready to confront Andolina and her lies. Reaching the door to the opposite section, she waved a hand and the door slid open.

	 

	**

	 

	Grayson held onto Gillian, but her anguish ripped at his heart. He’d thought he was doing the right thing. It had made sense. Save his pregnant wife. Royce had wanted that too. The letter was his last concern. But now that he’d delivered it, his joy turned to misery when he realized Gillian was going to have to sacrifice her brother. It would be impossible. There was no way he would be able to get her to safety while her brother suffered. The more he pulled on her, the harder she fought.

	Royce made slow movements, but his efforts slowly weakened. His face stricken, his body began to succumb. Watching his brother-in-law dying in front of him, Grayson couldn’t stomach it any more than Gillian could. Gillian might live, but something inside of her would never be the same.

	Spying the walls, he pulled Gillian close despite her struggles. “Gillian, you have to go.”

	“I can’t,” she said, sobbing. “She’s killing him.”

	“Open the door,” he yelled. Andolina, staring down at Royce, did not even acknowledge him, but he heard a rumble and a whir and saw the door begin to open. He said a prayer and hoped he was doing the right thing.

	“I’ve got to get you out,” he said to Gillian.

	Royce had stopped speaking, but his mouth moved as he tried to breathe. Gillian was hysterical, but Grayson managed to get in front of her and grab her by the arms. “Gillian. Leave now. Find your sister. Jasper too. They’re out there. They can help.”

	Hearing her sister’s name seemed to snap her out of it. Her eyes found his. “You have to help him.” Tears rained down her cheeks and her nose was running.

	He nodded and spoke forcefully. “Go get Eve. Now. Trust me.”

	They held eye contact, and he imbued every hope and prayer he had to get her to move. He had to get her away from the ship. 

	She hesitated, but his prayers must have worked because she broke free and ran for the door. Relief flooded him, and he turned, heading straight for an object he’d seen on the wall earlier, before Andolina attacked Royce. He didn’t think twice or offer a second glance at Royce or Andolina. He knew the likelihood of success was low, but he wouldn’t be able to look at himself in the mirror again unless he did something. He prayed Gillian would understand if he failed. Reaching the object, he pulled it off the wall from which it hung. It resembled a fire extinguisher, and it weighed about the same.

	Gripping it in his hands, and pleased it had some heft to it, Grayson raised it high, and walking up behind Andolina, who ignored him as she sucked the life from Royce, swung it down on top of her head.

	She went down hard, like a popped balloon, and didn’t move.

	 

	**

	 

	Ramsey ran into the clearing, looking around and hoping no Eudoran cronies emerged to confront them. He didn’t see anyone, so he jogged up the ramp, trying to keep his footfalls quiet. Declan followed. Reaching the top, he saw a small area with three closed doors.

	“Which one?” asked Declan, breathless.

	There was a pounding on the door to the right and Ramsey jumped.

	“Desde, let me out!” yelled a woman. “Where are you?” The pounding came again.

	Ramsey’s heart raced. It was Sarah. “That one.” He ran over to it. “Sarah. It’s John.” He banged on the door.

	There was a pause. “John? Honey? It’s you?”

	“Yes, sweetheart. I’m here. Hold on. Declan and I are going to get you out.” He searched around the wall for a knob or a switch to open the door, but he didn’t see anything.

	“Be careful,” yelled Sarah. “She may come back. Hurry.”

	“How do we open this thing?” asked Ramsey.

	Sarah spoke from behind the door. “There’s a controller on the wall. Desde moved her hand over it.”

	“Where?” asked Ramsey.

	“There,” said Declan. He walked over to a thin, square, metal panel with a screen mounted on the wall. He studied it and poked on the screen. Nothing happened.

	Ramsey tapped on it, trying to get something to happen. Nothing did. “How the hell does this work?” He slapped his hand on it.

	“This is not an old TV,” said Declan. “Don’t hit it.”

	“You have any better ideas?” asked Ramsey.

	“They use energy. That’s what probably makes it work. Hold on.” He went still and closed his eyes.

	Sarah spoke. “Did you find it?”

	“Hold on, honey,” said Ramsey. “We’re working on it.” He waited as Declan did his thing, but his impatience was growing. “Anything?” he asked Declan.

	“Shhh,” said Declan. “Let me concentrate.”

	Ramsey sighed and stepped away, trying to stay calm. If Desde returned, they were all screwed. He walked back to the door. “You okay?” he asked Sarah through the door.

	“I’m okay. Where are the kids?” she asked.

	“Mom and Hannah are taking them back. They’re all right,” he said. She didn’t answer right away, and he imagined her nodding, her head against the door. “You sure you’re okay?”

	A quiet voice answered. “I’m scared.”

	His heart fell. “I know. Don’t be. We’re going to get you out of here.”

	“If she comes back…” Her voice trailed off. “Just know that I love you.”

	Ramsey bit his lip. He was not going to have this conversation. He was going to get his wife off this ship. Glancing at Declan, he saw his stepbrother still standing quietly, his eyes closed. Declan raised his hand and held it over the console. Nothing happened.

	“I love you too,” he said.

	“If something happens, you get out,” she said.

	“I’m not leaving you,” he answered.

	“We have to think of our kids. We can’t leave them parentless.”

	“I am not leaving you,” he repeated.

	“John, please,” said Sarah.

	“This is ridiculous,” said Ramsey, his patience evaporating. “I prefer the old-fashioned way.” He strode over to Declan, whose hand was still raised. “You had your shot,” he said to his brother. “Now it’s my turn.”

	Declan’s eyes opened. “No. Wait.”

	Ramsey ignored him and slammed his fist down on the panel. Nothing happened, and he hit it several times.

	“Stop it,” said Declan.

	On the last hit, the screen cracked. Ramsey stopped assailing it and put his hand down.

	“Great,” said Declan. “Now you’ve—”

	All three doors opened. 

	 


Chapter Thirty

	 

	Vee stepped through dense foliage and pushed her way past a wayward branch. A twig caught her hair, and she plucked it out. Checking her phone again, she verified the coordinates Jasper had given her. She was close. In fact, she should be there. Stepping past a dead tree, she saw a grassy area and ran toward it, her recognition returning. Reaching the area, she saw nothing but patchy brown grass surrounded by trees, but she knew this place. Reaching into her jacket pocket, she pulled out the silvery object that resembled a fountain pen. It was the object she’d found in the forest what seemed like years ago. Clicking it, the spacecraft slowly materialized—Jasper’s ship.

	Jasper had given her the directions to return. She hadn’t been aware of how close they were, until she’d raced through the woods, realizing she was coming at it from the back end. Checking her phone, she could see the slow blinking blip of Jasper’s current location. The blip moved slowly on the screen, and she wondered if they were close to reaching Grayson. She studied the blip. If she finished her task here, then she could meet back up with them relatively quickly if she ran.

	But before she could do that, she had to finish here. The small ship sparkled in the sun, and she ran up to it. She clicked the pen again and a door slid open and a small ramp appeared just as it had on the day she’d found Jasper’s pills. She took a breath and tried to not to think about the insanity of this situation. She was about to access an alien craft to help save a group of aliens from destroying another group of aliens. She wondered if perhaps she was lying in a coma somewhere and that at any moment she would wake in a hospital, realizing she’d been in an elaborate dream state. It hadn’t happened yet though, so she kept going.

	She jogged onto the ship and remembered what Jasper had told her. She took a right and accessed the cockpit. It was two chairs and a console of buttons, dials, and screens that sat below a window that looked out at the trees. Everything was quiet, and the ship was dark and dusty, like a vacant home long since abandoned.

	She pulled the paper from her pocket and sat in one of the chairs. Her heart pumping fast, she studied Jasper’s diagram and started punching buttons. The console whirred to life and green lights illuminated the cockpit. Vee took a breath, praying she knew what she was doing. Following Jasper’s instructions, she completed her task, hoping she’d done everything correctly. Nothing had blared at her, so she took that as a good sign. Checking her watch, she saw the blip. It had stopped. Jasper wasn’t moving. Was that good or bad?

	She took one last look around, taking a few seconds to appreciate where she was. Her dad would never have believed it. She was sitting in the cockpit of an extraterrestrial craft. Would she ever see it again, or was she about to wake up from her coma? Running her hands over the panel, she felt the rush. She’d never felt so alive. It was like every cell in her body had suddenly turned on, and she had the brief thought of trying to fly this thing. She imagined raising it from the ground and traveling to Jasper’s location, where she could hover over them, and rescue Royce and Gillian. She’d save the day. It was an invigorating thought, but a short-lived one. She’d more likely crash into a tree.

	Flipping a switch, she saw the lights dim and wink out, and the instrumentation went dark, save for one button, which Jasper told her would remain illuminated. It blinked softly on the dim panel, like a distant ship at sea. Sighing, Vee left the cockpit, stepped off the craft, and closed the door. With a click of the pen, the ship disappeared before her eyes.

	She felt strangely sad, as if she missed the ship, knowing she’d likely never return, maybe because she knew Jasper would leave on this craft and disappear from her life.

	But she didn’t have time for melancholy. Thinking of Jasper, she studied the blip again, which remained in the same place as before. Making a quick deduction in her head, she ran into the woods. If she pushed it, it wouldn’t take her long to reach them.

	 

	**

	 

	Morgana made her way through the trees. She moved easily, despite her age. She’d never been a couch potato, preferring to move instead of staying still. In her line of work, exercise had proven to be an excellent stress reliever, and she had plenty of stress to reduce. Being out here now, despite the circumstances, already made her feel better. The sun was out, and the day was warm. Holding her walking stick, she stepped off the trail and into the dense woods. She took a moment to check her phone and pinpoint where she was headed. Talbot, despite his disagreement with what she was doing, was sending her clear directions. The same ones he was giving the team armed with the serum. Familiar with the area, she’d parked off the side of the road near a neighboring trail. It would require some rugged hiking, but she’d get to Jasper and Declan faster than if she’d taken an easier path. Hopefully, the teams were ahead of her, and by the time she arrived, this would all be over.

	Based on her experience though, she knew that nothing ever went according to plan. But she also knew that could be a good thing. Sometimes, the wrong thing could lead you in the right direction. She trusted that would be the case again.

	She walked for several minutes and beads of sweat ran down her back. Continuing to check her phone, she adjusted her direction, and kept walking, periodically stopping to take a swig of water. She was close, based on the map, and paused to double check her coordinates.

	A noise made her look up. A bird flew away, and Morgana turned, listening. Footfalls. She could hear someone running in the woods. She didn’t move, unsure of what to do. Was this someone she knew or was she about to encounter trouble? There was nowhere to hide, and even less time to do it. All she could do was wait.

	Morgana heard the intruder moving through the trees, making no attempt to be silent. Whoever it was, they weren’t worried about being found.

	She stood still as the forest grew quiet again. The footsteps halted, and she heard only the wind. She considered moving, when there was the snap of a branch and Morgana jumped at a figure running out of the foliage. It was a woman. Small of stature but moving fast and paying little attention to her surroundings. She stopped short when she almost stumbled into Morgana as she cut through the trees. Morgana didn’t move as they studied each other. The smaller woman was breathing hard, and her sweaty hair was stuck to her cheek. She brushed it back as her breathing slowed.

	Morgana realized the woman’s face was familiar, and she tried to place it. Frowning, Morgana remembered the explosion. She thought once again of Drake. “Officer Chappell, if I recall,” she said.

	The woman’s eyes widened.

	“You may not remember me…”

	“You’re Morgana…” She paused. “Sorry. I don’t remember your last name.”

	Morgana ticked up a brow, impressed. “No need. Morgana will do fine. I take it you’re not out for your daily jog, officer.”

	The woman checked her watch. “Call me Vee. And hell no. And I doubt you’re out here to bird watch.”

	“Hell no,” replied Morgana.

	“Good,” said Vee. She paused, and gave Morgana a good look, as if appraising her. Morgana returned the gaze. 

	Vee didn’t hesitate. “So how about we go find your people.”

	Vee obviously knew a lot more than Morgana realized, but Morgana didn’t care. She liked this woman. “After you, Vee.”

	 


Chapter Thirty-One

	 

	Eve ran at a sprint toward the ship. Adam called her name, but she kept going, terrified for her siblings. She had to help. Gillian’s desperation and Royce’s anguish made anything less impossible. Reaching the ramp, she stopped when the man at the bottom stepped in front of her. She’d seen him, but her fear had kept her going.

	“You may not enter,” said the man.

	“Get out of my way,” said Eve. She tried to sidestep him, but he raised an arm and blocked her. She half expected to be invisibly shoved back, but she felt no force rush out from him. Perhaps he was not as powerful as Andolina or Desde.

	“My family is in trouble. Either kill me or let me pass,” said Eve. 

	Adam ran up behind her. “Eve, wait.” He stopped next to her.

	Jasper ran up beside Adam. The three of them faced the man on the ramp, who didn’t move, but his eyes widened.

	Jasper spoke first. “Anso?”

	The man squinted. “Jasper. I should have suspected you’d be leading this rebellion.”

	“I had no idea you’d risen in the ranks,” said Jasper. “Working with the Reds, now are you?”

	“It’s lucrative,” replied Anso.

	“You’re a Gray,” answered Jasper. “It’s not lucrative. It’s slavery. Money doesn’t change that.”

	“Money changes everything.” Anso raised his hand again as Eve attempted to move past him. “I’d leave now if you want to live.”

	“Her brother and sister are in there,” said Adam. “They need help.”

	“It’s too late for them,” said Anso.

	“No, it’s not,” said Eve. “Let me pass.” She shoved past him, and he grabbed for her, but Adam shoved him back.

	“Don’t touch her,” said Adam.

	Eve didn’t stop to look. She ran around Anso and up the ramp, half expecting to be tackled. The door to the craft was closed though, and she didn’t know how to open it. She scanned the area, desperate to gain access. Looking back toward the ramp, she was surprised to see Adam on the ground, holding Anso in a headlock. “Open this door,” she yelled.

	Jasper stepped past the two men on the ground and approached Eve. “There’s a panel on the side…” He stopped when the door shuttered, creaked, and began to open. Eve put her hands on the door, as if she could somehow make it open faster. It rose slowly past her ankles and made it to her knees. She dropped to the ground and was ready to crawl through it.

	“Gillian,” she yelled. “Royce.” The door continued to rise.

	“Eve!” Gillian’s voice sounded from inside the ship.

	The door rose higher, and Eve entered the ship. Her sister ran up, and Eve embraced her, but she still felt her sister’s panic.

	“Royce,” Gillian yelled, pulling back. “She’s killing Royce.”

	Jasper ran past them and Eve followed. They were in a small antechamber that brightened as the door opened. Eve caught sight of her brother lying on the ground, looking pale. His eyes were shut. Grayson stood over Andolina, holding a heavy metal object. He looked just as pale, his clothes were dirty, and his hair was askew. He breathed heavily. Blood dribbled down the side of Andolina’s head as she lay unconscious.

	“Grayson,” yelled Gillian, and she ran over to him.

	Jasper ran to Royce’s side, and Eve joined him. Jasper put his hand on Royce’s shoulder.

	“Royce?” asked Eve.

	Jasper lightly jostled Royce. “Royce? Can you hear me?”

	Gillian ran over. “How is he?”

	Eve put her fingers on his throat, terrified at what she would do if she found no pulse. Anchors of weight dissipated when she felt a light, thready response. “He’s alive.”

	“Thank god,” said Gillian.

	“We’ve got to get him out of here,” said Jasper. “Andolina won’t be out for long.” He shook Royce again and then went still, closing his eyes.

	Eve glanced over at Andolina. “What did you hit her with?” she asked Grayson.

	Grayson shook his head, dropping the object. “I have no idea. But it did the job.”

	Gillian kneeled next to Royce. “Royce, wake up.”

	Jasper remained with his eyes closed, and then he reached out and touched Royce’s chest. Royce’s eyes shot open and he gasped, sucking in a deep breath and coughing. He held his side and groaning, rolled sideways, and took several choking breaths. “What the hell was that?” he said in a garbled whisper.

	“A little jolt to get you moving,” said Jasper.

	“Are you all right?” asked Eve, holding his arm.

	He nodded at her, still looking pale. He choked out a few words. “I’m okay.” The effort to say them brought on a new coughing fit.

	Jasper pulled on his elbow. “Can you stand? We’ve got to get you up.”

	“Where’s Gillian?” Royce sputtered.

	“I’m right here,” said Gillian. “I’m all right. So is Grayson.”

	Royce nodded. It took him a few seconds, but moving slowly, he attempted to get to his knees. He groaned with the movement.

	“Keep an eye on Andolina,” said Jasper. “If she’s coming around, use that tank on her again. Otherwise, we won’t get far.”

	Grayson picked up the heavy object he’d put down. “I’ll be ready.” His face fell. “If I was brave enough, I’d kill her right now.”

	Royce gingerly rose to his feet as Jasper bolstered him. Eve came around and let him lean on her until he got his footing. Royce eyed his sisters. “You both should have left. I told you not to come back for me, Gillian.”

	“We’re not leaving you,” said Eve.

	“You’re risking your lives. Both of you go now. I can catch up,” he said. He scowled at Grayson. “You should have gotten Gilli out of here.”

	Gillian scowled back. “He’s the reason you’re alive.”

	“Your life is more important than mine. He should put you first,” said Royce.

	“Would you shut up and start moving,” said Jasper. “I’d move you myself, but you’re too damn heavy.”

	Royce winced as he walked. “Everything hurts.”

	They made slow progress but found their way to the top of the ramp. They stopped when Adam ran up to meet them. “Everyone all right?”

	“Where’s Anso?” asked Jasper.

	“He got away. I tried to hold him, but he’s slippery,” said Adam.

	“He didn’t hurt you, did he?” asked Eve, still helping Royce.

	“No,” said Adam.

	“Help us with Royce,” said Jasper.

	Adam took Eve’s place, and he and Jasper helped Royce down the ramp. Eve watched Royce gain strength as he walked and Jasper and Adam supported him less and less.

	“I hope you have back-up,” said Royce.

	“We do,” said Adam. “They should be here any minute.”

	“We’ve got to get back to the woods,” said Eve. “That will give us some cover. Maybe we can get out of here.”

	“When we get down the ramp,” said Jasper, “you all head for safety. I’m staying here.”

	Royce stilled. “Why?”

	“Someone has to deal with Andolina. If it means taking the helm of the ship and flying her out of here, then that’s what I’ll do. If we leave her here, she won’t stop until you’re dead. You’ll never be free.”

	“She’ll kill you,” said Royce.

	“Maybe not. If I can get moving before she wakes, then I may be able to prevent that. If I can get her into a hypersleep, then the next thing she’ll know is waking up on Eudora.”

	“What about Desde? And what about the Ramseys? We have to be sure their children are safe before we go anywhere.” Royce’s eyes widened. “The letter.” He looked at Grayson. “Where’s Sarna’s letter?”

	Grayson blanched. “It’s on the ship.”

	“I’ve got to get it,” said Royce, pulling free from Jasper and Adam’s hold.

	“Royce, wait,” said Jasper, but Royce pushed away, and started back up the ramp.

	Eve turned, ready to help her brother when they all froze. At the top of the ramp, looking down at them, was Desde, eyes round with fury.

	 

	**

	 

	Ramsey ran toward the door as Sarah stepped out of the room. She ran into his arms, and his heart thudded with relief. He had his wife back. Now, if they could return to their children, life might feel right again.

	“You okay, Sarah?” asked Declan.

	Sarah pulled back. “I am. Thank you.” She gripped Ramsey’s shirt. “How are you?”

	“We’re fine,” said Ramsey. “Hannah, Mom, and the kids are headed back to the car. I want you to follow them.”

	Sarah frowned. “No. I have to stay with you. I can’t leave.”

	“Sarah,” said Ramsey. “Declan and I have to find out what’s happening with the Fletchers and ensure Andolina and Desde are either dead or sent packing. If we don’t do that, none of us are safe. But as you said, the children need a parent. If I don’t come back…”

	“Then you go. I’ll stay with Declan,” she said.

	He shook his head. “No. Declan and I will do it. You’re the one they want.”

	“Exactly. I’m the Red-Line. My sensitivities may be able to help Declan. Plus, if they want me, then they won’t harm me. They’ll kill you on the spot.”

	“You’d rather be taken from your home to be a circus side show on another planet?” he asked.

	“You know what I mean,” she said. “Be logical about this.”

	“I am being logical. I’m not leaving my wife to battle two angry Red-Lines and sacrifice her to– to–”

	“To what?” she asked. “To protect our children? I’d say that’s the noble path. It’s what a father would do.”

	“But not a husband.” He paused. “You’re my wife, Sarah. I can’t leave you here.”

	She stepped close and took his hand. “I love you. And it’s because of that, you’ll do this. You know my abilities can be of value and may help to save Royce and his family. I have to use them if I can.”

	Ramsey was at a loss for words.

	Declan cleared his throat. “I hate to interrupt this difficult conversation, but we don’t have a lot of time.”

	“What do you think, Declan?” asked Sarah. “Should I stay or go?”

	Ramsey glowered at Declan, who stood mute. After a pause, he checked his watch. “If the reinforcements would arrive, then the argument would be pointless. But you know our chances aren’t good if it’s up to only us. They’re stronger than we are.”

	“Which is why I should go,” said Ramsey. “If anyone is going to die, it should be me.”

	“That’s ridiculous,” said Sarah.

	Ramsey tried to think of what to say to convince his wife to get off the ship and go home, but she was stubborn. “If I leave, and something happens, I’ll never forgive myself. You’re my wife. It’s my job to protect you.”

	She squeezed his fingers. “We can discuss gender roles in survival situations at a later time. Right now, we have to do what makes sense. Our children need one of us.”

	“Our children need both of us,” he said.

	She smiled softly. “I agree. And I’ll do whatever it takes to make that happen.”

	“Trust destiny. Remember?” asked Declan.

	“You know Leroy’s here with us,” said Sarah. “He’ll help too.”

	At the mention of his friend’s name, Ramsey almost crumbled. “Sarah, I can’t lose my best friend and my wife in the same week.”

	“Then you should both go,” said Declan. “Let me handle this.”

	“No,” said Ramsey and Sarah at the same time.

	“Then we’re at an impasse,” said Declan.

	“No, we’re not,” said Ramsey. He hesitated, debating his next words. “I’ll go.”

	Sarah’s eyes widened, and her mouth opened as if she wanted to say something, but she stopped herself. Biting her bottom lip, she hugged him. He hugged her back, holding her tightly. He smelled her hair. All he wanted to do was pick her up and take her home.

	He let go of her and put his hand on her cheek, their eyes saying everything.

	“I love you,” she said.

	“I love you too.”

	She stroked his hand which lay on her cheek. “I wish …” Tears sprang into her eyes.

	He nodded. “I know …”

	“Kiss the kids for me. Tell them I love them,” she said.

	“You can tell them that when you’re home.”

	She nodded and wiped at her eyes. “Okay.” She choked on the word.

	Ramsey’s throat was so tight, he couldn’t answer. He looked at his brother. “Declan, you watch out for her.”

	Declan sighed. “I still think you should both go. I can take care of myself.”

	Sarah took a deep breath and shook her head as if to clear it. “You can’t go alone. It’s not fair to Hannah.”

	Ramsey took a step, pulled Sarah close, and kissed her. She returned the kiss, lips slanted over his. He savored the taste of her, not caring whether his brother watched or not. He was all too aware that these could be his last moments with her. Her arms went around his neck and he pulled her body against his. His heart beat in time with hers, and he ached to hold her longer.

	Breaking the kiss, she buried her head in his neck and her hot tears moistened his skin. He steeled himself. The last thing they needed was for him to lose it too.

	He took a last whiff of her hair, attentive to the feel of her body as she pulled away from him. Sniffing, she let go of his hand and wiped her face. She stood straight, pushed her hair back, and glanced at Declan.

	“I’m ready,” she said.

	Keeping his emotions in check, Ramsey nodded, winked at his wife, turned, and without looking back, headed down the ramp.

	 


Chapter Thirty-Two

	 

	Desde stood at the top of the ramp, her long blonde hair hanging in ringlets down her back. Her eyes flared, and Jasper braced.

	The impact came in seconds. He was flung backward as were the others. He caught only a brief glimpse of Royce and Adam flying through the air. He hit the ground hard, making contact with a large tree root that arched from the ground. His head hit the trunk and a sharp pain made him gasp as he heard the crack of a rib giving way. Everything went blurry. Jasper curled against the pain. Laying against the tree, he breathed slowly. Regaining some balance, he managed to raise his head. Royce and Adam were at the foot of the ramp, both on their backs. Grayson lay below the ramp, as if he’d been flung off the side. Eve and Gillian were nowhere to be seen. Where had they gone?

	Desde still stood at the top of the ramp, like a queen looking down on her pitiful subjects, wondering which would die first. Taking her time, she began to descend.

	Jasper pushed up, fighting the pain in his side. He got to his knees, and using the trunk for support, got to his feet. He swayed for a moment, but the dizziness passed. Making a concentrated effort to stay upright, he took a couple of steps forward. He was happy he was able to stay on his feet.

	Desde reached the bottom of the ramp and stood over Royce and Adam. She cocked her head, and Adam lurched and grabbed his arm in pain. Royce stirred and opened his eyes.

	“Desde,” said Jasper. “Stop.”

	Desde glanced his way and squinted. Jasper felt a twinge and then he heard another crack. Excruciating pain twisted in his side. He cried out and went to his knees, holding his ribs.

	Royce sat up, his hand raised. “Wait. Stop. It’s me you want. Not them.”

	Adam squirmed, his head in the dirt. He held his arm but was able to raise up on his good elbow. His face was pale and his forehead sweaty. “Eve,” he said. “Where’s Eve?”

	Jasper, trying to control the agony with deep slow breaths, noted that Grayson had not moved. He prayed the man was only unconscious.

	Desde didn’t speak but stared at Royce with a look of malevolence.

	Royce spoke, breathless. “What do you want?”

	Desde half-smiled. “You know what I want. You’re just not prepared for how I intend to get it.”

	Royce got to his knees. He held his side much like Jasper did. He grimaced. “Where are my sisters?”

	The half-smile became a full smile. Jasper’s insides went cold.

	“Desde, please,” said Royce.

	“Begging won’t help you, Royce,” said Desde. She looked around. “It won’t help any of you.”

	Jasper sucked in a breath and grit his teeth against the pain. “Desde, listen,” he started to say.

	“Shut up, Jasper,” she said. “Your time’s up too.”

	A tentacle of heat slid up his spine and into his head and fire exploded in his brain. He grunted, held his head and squinted against the daylight, which now blinded him.

	“Stop,” said Royce. “I’ll do whatever you want. Just let go of Eve and Gillian.”

	“It’s too late for them,” said Desde. “They can’t be saved.”

	“No,” said Royce.

	“Where are they?” asked Adam.

	“Be silent, traitor,” she said, and Adam cried out and held his head.

	Royce, eyes wide and skin beaded with perspiration, held out his hand. “Tell me what you want.”

	Desde’s shoulders came down as if some of her fury had abated and she had relaxed. She didn’t answer, but Jasper sensed unseen communication.

	Jasper saw movement and looking up, saw Andolina step into the sunlight at the top of the ramp. Blood dripped from her hair, down her temple and cheek, and onto her shirt, but she made no attempt to wipe it away. The coldness in Jasper’s belly turned to ice.

	Royce and Adam noticed her too.

	No one spoke, but Jasper heard a strange sliding noise. Gillian and Eve slid into view. Lying together on their sides, they were pulled from inside the ship to the top of the ramp. Reaching the edge, an unseen force shoved them over and they rolled down the ramp together. They came to a stop at Desde’s feet, near Royce. Their eyes were closed and neither moved.

	“Gillian. Eve.” Royce tried to move, but he struggled against an invisible assailant. He couldn’t get to his sisters.

	Jasper reached out with his senses, feeling for anything from the women, and from Grayson. He searched for any sign of life force emitting from them. He was weak, and his energy was low, but he was still capable. His fears grew as his search returned nothing. Holding his chest, he held his breath as his suspicions were confirmed. They were too late. Royce’s sisters and brother-in-law were dead.

	Jasper knew Royce sensed the same thing when the big man dropped forward, his head against the hard ground, his hands clawing the dirt, digging narrow trenches. Opening his mouth, Royce wailed.

	 

	**

	 

	Morgana and Vee stopped, listening to the cry of anguish echoing through the woods.

	“What the …” said Morgana, breathless. “Who is that?”

	Vee listened and a chill crawled down her spine. Their time was running out. Praying it wasn’t Jasper screaming, she ran faster. They had to be close based on the volume of that awful yell. Periodically, she glanced at her phone to see if Jasper had tried to reach her, but there was nothing from him. She picked up her pace.

	Finally reaching the spot where Jasper was supposedly located, Vee dodged past a thick vine and stepped into a clearing. She froze when she saw a large ship, much bigger than Jasper’s, twinkling in the sun. The ramp closest to her was empty. No one appeared to be around, although Vee couldn’t be sure because she did not have a view into the interior of the ship. But Vee could see the other ramp, on the far side, had activity. There were people around the bottom, and she stepped back into the woods to conceal herself. From what she could tell, no one had seen her.

	Vee heard footsteps and rustling as Morgana caught up to her. She was breathing heavy, and her cheeks were red, but she appeared to be fine.

	“What is it?” asked Morgana as she came up next to Vee.

	Vee pointed. “Look. Over there.”

	Morgana peered past the foliage. “Is that their ship? It’s huge.”

	“They’re down by the opposite side. At the foot of that ramp.”

	“I see them,” said Morgana. “It’s hard to make out what’s happening.”

	“We need to get over there,” said Vee.

	“Any ideas what we’re going to do once we get there?”

	“Not really. No.”

	Morgana wiped a trickle of sweat off her brow with her sleeve. “Excellent. I find flying by the seat of the pants often works well.”

	“Let’s hope so.” Vee turned and headed farther into the woods to provide a little cover as they made their way toward the far ramp. Morgana followed, staying close behind. Vee tried to keep a line of sight with the ship as much as possible and tried not to think of Jasper. That wail still echoed in her mind.

	Stepping under a branch, she stopped. Morgana stopped behind her.

	“What is it?” she asked.

	Vee put a finger to her lips and Morgana went quiet. Listening, Vee waited. She’ sworn she’d heard footsteps, and within seconds, her suspicions were confirmed. Someone else was out here. Morgana heard it too, and her eyes widened. Whoever it was, they weren’t making an effort to be quiet. Maybe it was just a jogger or a hiker? Vee tried to imagine how they would explain this scenario if they were to happen across an avid exerciser. Nothing came to mind.

	The footsteps quickened. Vee turned toward the sound and prepared to confront the unknown intruder when a man ran out of the trees and almost knocked her over. Vee dropped low and almost delivered a decisive uppercut to his groin when he dodged her and stopped. He was sweating, his shirt sleeve was torn and there was a scratch on his face. Vee, recovering from her fright, realized she recognized him.

	“Ramsey?” asked Morgana.

	The man, breathing hard, raised a brow. “Morgana. What the hell are you doing out here?”

	“I thought I’d offer my services.” She looked him up and down. “It looks like you could use some help.”

	Ramsey looked at Vee. “You could say that.”

	“Where are the children? And Sarah?” asked Morgana.

	Ramsey dabbed his face with his arm. “The kids are safe. They’re with Mom and Hannah. Sarah and Declan are still on that ship.”

	“What’s happening?” asked Vee. “Where’s Jasper and the rest? We saw activity on the other side.”

	“I saw and heard it too. That’s were I’m headed.” He paused. “You’re getting pretty involved in this, officer,” he said. “You’re risking your life. You could go home, act as if none of this ever happened.”

	“That’s not my style,” responded Vee.

	“Suit yourself.” He looked at Morgana. “Can you keep up?”

	Morgana straightened. “I’ve made it this far.”

	“If you fall behind …” he said.

	“Don’t wait for me, Ramsey. I can take care of myself.”

	“Have you heard from Talbot?” asked Ramsey. “We need help out here.”

	Morgana glanced at a cell phone in her hand. “Last I heard, they were coming. My signal’s weak though, so I haven’t heard anything recently.”

	Ramsey nodded and spoke to Vee. “You have any ideas about how to approach this?”

	“Let’s start with stealth,” she answered. “Then evaluate once we get there.”

	“My thoughts as well. Let’s go.”

	He jogged into the woods, and Vee followed.

	 

	**

	 

	Declan and Sarah took the open middle door since it led deeper into the ship. They stayed close and listened intently as they walked. “You sure you want to do this?” asked Declan in a whisper. “You can go. You won’t hurt my feelings.”

	“I won’t leave you alone. Hannah would kill me,” said Sarah.

	They were in a narrow corridor which soon widened and they entered a larger room. They stopped and looked around.

	“That must be the cockpit,” said Declan.

	“This must be where they sleep,” said Sarah, pointing toward some bed-like tubes.

	Declan walked up to the ship’s controls. It was screens and buttons, nothing that made any sense to him. Everything was dark. “See anything we might use to our advantage?”

	“Nothing,” said Sarah.

	“If we keep going, we’re going to have to confront them. I’d rather do it with some sort of weapon.”

	“What weapon is going to work on them, other than the serum?”

	Declan pulled out his phone. “Speaking of that, let’s see if I have any updates.” He checked the display. “That’s interesting. I’m getting an excellent signal on this ship.” He punched a few buttons, trying to reach Talbot. Within seconds, a message came through. Declan read it and smiled.

	“What is it?” asked Sarah. “Good news?”

	“They’re here. Our team has arrived.”

	“Really?” asked Sarah. “Where?”

	“Outside the ship.”

	“Let’s go, then. We can help.”

	Declan put his phone back in his pocket. He left the main area and continued walking, passing what looked like a dining area and moving into another corridor that led to the opposite side of the craft. Several feet in they came to another closed door. Declan went quiet and put his hands on it.

	“Anything?” asked Sarah, after waiting a few seconds. A muffled wail broke the silence. “What was that? It sounds like someone’s in pain.”

	Declan opened his eyes. “This is where the action is. They’re on the other side.”

	“Who?”

	“Everyone, from what I can feel.”

	Sarah nodded.

	Declan hesitated. “Sarah, once we step out there, there’s no going back.” 

	Sarah swallowed. “This has to be done. And I know I have to be here. Whatever’s happening on the other side of this door, I’m needed. I can feel it.”

	Declan paused. “I know. I can feel it too.”

	“Our help is here though. We have to trust that we aren’t alone.”

	“Sarah …” Declan wanted to voice his thoughts but doubted whether he should.

	“Yes?”

	“You know John would never leave you.”

	Her face fell, and she shook her head. “He’s out there, isn’t he?” Declan hesitated. “Damn. He’s so stubborn.” She sighed and rubbed her temples.

	“He loves you. I know I’d never leave Hannah in a situation like this.”

	She put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed it. “I know.”

	“Maybe he can meet up with our team. Show them where to go.”

	“I just hope he doesn’t do something stupid,” said Sarah.

	Declan raised a brow. “This is John we’re talking about.”

	She made a half-smile, and Declan leaned close to the door, listening. “You ready?”

	“You can open it?” she asked.

	“I think so. It’s this thing.” He pointed to a small square screen on the wall. “I was getting the idea of it, before John busted out the other one.”

	Sarah took a deep breath. “Okay. I’m ready.”

	Declan hovered his hand near the device and stilled, focusing on gathering the energy. He directed it toward the controls and heard a click and then a swoosh, and the door slid open.

	 


Chapter Thirty-Three

	 

	Andolina walked down the ramp and joined Desde at the bottom. Jasper bit his lip against the pain, not in his ribs or head, but at the loss of three of their own. It was impossible to comprehend.

	“Thank you, Desde,” said Andolina. She touched her bloody head and looked at her fingers, then rubbed the blood off on her skirt. “You may return to your quarters. I’ll handle this.” She narrowed her eyes. “And we’ll discuss your unannounced guest as well, once I’m finished here.”

	Desde narrowed her eyes. “I’m not going anywhere. And my unannounced guest is settled comfortably in her room. She’s not going anywhere either.”

	Jasper’s head throbbed, but he raised his head. Royce hadn’t moved. He was on his knees, facedown in the dirt, his hands on his head. Adam was beside Royce, holding his ribs, his face pale, his eyes on Eve, looking as if all the goodness in the world had evaporated.

	Andolina set her jaw. “I said return to your quarters. We will discuss this later.”

	Desde chuckled. “You’d like that wouldn’t you? For me to bow down and do as you say. But we have a problem. You lied to me. Sarna’s not only alive. She had his child. Why did you keep that from me?”

	Andolina paused. “I do not answer to you. You answer to me. I brought you here to assist with finding the High Child. We have succeeded. The mission is accomplished.”

	“We haven’t found Sarna.”

	“We have,” said Andolina. “I have the letter she sent Royce. It’s only a matter of time before we find her now.”

	“A letter?” asked Desde. “How do you expect to find her with a letter?”

	Andolina sighed. Jasper studied his surroundings, hoping for any way out while the women were distracted.

	“You know how,” said Andolina. “Our remote viewers will use the letter and the trace energy on it to detect and locate Sarna and her baby. It works quite well. Once we return, they’ll be dead within the week.”

	“Her baby.” Desde watched Royce. “What’s the baby’s name?”

	“What does it matter?,” Andolina said.

	“How did you know Sarna had a baby?” Desde sounded almost melancholy.

	Andolina sniffed in annoyance but made the effort to answer. “Roma’s father, the former High Leader, told Roma. I suspect he hoped to appeal to her sense of family and spare her half-siblings and their offspring. After all, this is her niece we’re speaking of.”

	Desde’s face was flat, but her eyes were cold. “I should have been told.”

	Andolina faced Desde. “What for? You are not a member of the High Family, nor of the Council. I was only told since I am leading this mission. The only reason you’re here is your history with this man.” She pointed at Royce, who still lay face down in the dirt. “If I’d had my way, I’d have never brought you. You’re reckless and arrogant. You put your needs above the mission. Roma disagreed though. She thought your anger and desire for vengeance would come in handy. Perhaps it has, but your job is complete. I will handle the rest, and we will discuss other matters later.”

	Jasper sat back on his heels. The pain in his head had subsided. His ribs ached, but the pain was manageable. He studied the arguing women, wondering where this would lead.

	Desde glowered. “And what happens when we return? Will you acknowledge my contribution to this victory in any way?”

	Jasper tuned in, trying to reach Royce or Adam, but he got nothing. Something else flickered, and he turned toward the woods. There was nothing there at first, but then the signal grew, and he focused in on its origin. He squinted when he saw movement, and then, through the foliage, standing behind a tree, he saw Vee. She watched him, and he shook his head, trying to tell her not to move.

	“Nothing happens when we return,” said Andolina. “I will tell Roma of our success. The High Child is dead, and we will be able to locate his offspring. You will go back to … your latest conquest.”

	Jasper hoped Vee got the message. He didn’t want her jumping into this mess and getting killed as well. Their only hope were the reinforcements.

	Desde didn’t move, but there was a swirl of something unpleasant in the air. Jasper got a whiff of the energetic odor, which resembled the early stages of rotting food, and he grimaced.

	“You expect me to return home while you receive all the praise for this mission?” asked Desde.

	Andolina smiled. “What did you think? That Roma would welcome you into her inner circle? You’re naïve, as well as undisciplined. And if you think we’re taking anyone back with us, you’re misinformed. Bringing Roma a gift she did not request will not get you into her good graces. Roma will discard her, just as she will you.”

	Jasper held his breath. The fury emanating from Desde was so thick, it felt like syrup. He wondered if Andolina felt it too. If she did, she didn’t seem to care.

	“Now return to your quarters. We will deal with your insubordination later.” Andolina turned, dismissing Desde. “I will finish here. And then we can return home.”

	She turned her attention to Royce, who remained face down on the ground. He hadn’t moved since his anguished cry. It was as if sensing the loss of his sisters had taken everything from him. Jasper doubted if Royce would even fight to survive.

	Andolina didn’t move, and then without speaking, she lifted her hand.

	Royce sucked in a breath and groaned. He held his head and curled into a ball, grimacing.

	“Stop,” said Jasper. He pushed up from the ground, just as a shriek emitted from Desde.

	“Bitch,” she yelled, launching herself at Andolina and tackling her to the ground. Andolina landed on her back with a huff as the air left her lungs. Desde swung her arms, striking Andolina in the face and arms, as Andolina raised her hands in defense.

	Royce uncoiled, the assault briefly paused. Jasper ran over, grunting with the exertion, and kneeling next to him. “Royce?”

	Adam managed to move also. He crawled over to Eve’s lifeless body.

	Jasper glanced back at the two women, still fighting. Desde straddled Andolina and had managed to wrap her fingers around Andolina’s throat.

	“Royce, can you hear me?” asked Jasper. Jasper felt a hand on his back and he looked to see Vee. “Vee? No, go back to the woods.”

	Vee squatted next to him. “You need help.”

	Royce finally made a strangled noise. “Gillian. Eve. Where are they?”

	Jasper heard a screech and caught a glimpse of Desde flying backwards and landing hard on her side in the dirt. She lay still as Andolina got up, coughing and brushing the dirt off her clothes.

	Jasper grabbed Royce’s arm. “Royce, this is our only chance. We have to get you out of here.”

	Royce shook his head. “My sisters.” He looked up, and Jasper followed his gaze. He spotted Adam, holding Eve’s hand, his head down. “No,” said Royce.

	Someone else squatted beside him. Jasper recognized John Ramsey. “How’s Royce?” asked Ramsey.

	“Not good,” said Jasper.

	Ramsey looked around. “Where’s my wife?” asked Ramsey.

	“Who?” asked Jasper. He took another glance at the fighting women. Andolina, hair disheveled, stood over Desde and raised her hand, but Desde reared up, her hand raised also, and Andolina grunted and fell to her hands and knees. Desde rose, walked up to her, and kicked her in the side.

	Ramsey stared up at the ship. “There she is,” he said, and then he was gone.

	Jasper tracked Ramsey and saw Declan and Sarah emerge from the ship. They raced down the ramp. Sarah bypassed her husband and went straight to Eve and Gillian.

	Declan stopped when he met up with Ramsey. He spoke and gestured toward the woods.

	Desde, breathing hard, approached Andolina, who was managing to get back to her hands and knees while holding her ribs. Desde raised a hand again as Andolina sucked in a hard gasp and fell over.

	Jasper spoke to Royce once more. “Get up. We have to go.”

	“He’s right, Royce,” said Vee. “You have to move.”

	Royce slowly sat up, his expression glum. “Not without my sisters.” His eyes widened. “What is she doing?”

	Jasper looked over to see Sarah squatting between Gillian and Eve, a hand on each of the sister’s shoulders, her eyes closed.

	Ramsey and Declan ran up to Jasper. “We have to get out of here,” said Ramsey. “Our people are somewhere nearby. Declan will help you with Royce. I’ll get Sarah.”

	Jasper spied the trees. “Where are they?”

	Declan took Royce’s arm. “Come on. Let’s go.”

	Jasper pulled on another arm as they helped Royce up.

	Desde was showing the upper hand. Rage played across her face as she sensed Andolina weakening and struggling to rise. Stepping closer, she reached out to touch Andolina when Andolina shot forward, pushing Desde back and knocking her into the ground with a primal yell.

	Royce managed to stand as Jasper, wincing, got his shoulder under him. “Vee,” he said. “Go find our people. They must be in the woods. We need them.”

	“Nobody’s out there,” she said.

	“What do you mean?” asked Declan on the other side of Royce.

	Before she could answer, Royce pushed against them. “Eve and Gillian. I’m not leaving them.” He tried to turn back.

	Andolina was up on her feet, watching Desde, who started to rise when an unseen force shoved her back against the ground. She struggled to get up as Andolina smiled down at her.

	Royce’s strength improved, and he broke free from Jasper’s grasp. “Wait,” Jasper yelled, but it was pointless. Royce ran over to Gillian and Eve. Sarah continued to sit between them with Ramsey beside her. Royce dropped between them, his face in mute horror. “Please,” he said. “Please.” He took their hands in his.

	Desde’s struggle began to wane, and her red face began to turn purple. Andolina stared down at her, her expression flat, as if she poured hot water over an ant pile. Desde shook her head as her anger turned to fear and then terror.

	Jasper ran over to Sarah, Vee beside him. Their time was running short. “Whatever you’re going to do, do it now.”

	Royce didn’t move, and neither did anyone else. Jasper shook his head. Desde’s fight continued to diminish, until she finally went still.

	Andolina dropped her arm, stretched her neck, shook out her hands, and turned toward them.

	“Vee,” said Jasper. “Go now. You can still make it.”

	“I’m not leaving without you,” she answered.

	Jasper’s heart thudded. There was little he could do except wait and watch.

	A figure emerged from the woods. Jasper squinted in the sun to see who it was. An older woman, tall and stately, despite her hiking gear, stepped out from the tree line. With her was a man, also older but younger than the woman.

	Ramsey stood. “Morgana. Are they here?” He focused on the man. “Talbot?”

	Andolina stepped away from Desde, as if discarding trash, and moved closer to the group. “Where were we?” she asked, straightening her clothes and brushing dirt from her hair.

	Declan yelled. “Talbot, where are they?”

	“Who’s Talbot?” asked Jasper.

	“One of our councilmen,” said Declan. “In charge of the reinforcements.”

	Morgana stepped closer and as she neared, Jasper saw that Talbot held her arm.

	Andolina smiled at the approaching couple. She wiped blood from her face. “Talbot. It’s nice to see you.”

	Talbot let go of Morgana’s arm. “Andolina.”

	Jasper’s stomach dropped. He looked between the two as Declan did the same. “What is this?” asked Declan.

	Morgana spoke, her face deflated. “There are no reinforcements.”

	Declan turned pale. “You were lying to us?”

	Ramsey straightened. “Are you working with her?” He pointed toward Andolina.

	Talbot raised his hands. ‘I’m sorry. But her offer was too good to refuse. Either you all die or the entire community. Morgana,” he looked over at her, “you were willing to risk too much. I wasn’t.”

	“And what do you get in return?” asked Declan.

	Andolina dusted off her torn blouse. “He will be leading this community once we leave. And should we reclaim your people as our own, he will be Roma’s earthly contact.”

	“You son-of-a-bitch,” said Ramsey.

	Talbot shrugged. “I’m sorry Ramsey, but you knew the odds were against you as well as I did. I did the smart thing. I saved our people.”

	“You did the most cowardly thing you could do,” said Morgana. “All you will achieve is to lead our community into subservience. They would never want that.”

	“You’re so besotted with winning, you can’t see you’ve already lost,” said Talbot. “You’d rather sacrifice us all to save him?” He pointed at Royce.

	“You miss the point completely,” said Morgana. “This is not just about him. You’re not saving anyone. You’re condemning us.”

	“Are we finished?” asked Andolina, her jaw set. “This has taken far longer than I’d planned, and I am behind schedule.” She smoothed her hair and glanced at Desde’s lifeless body. “But at least I managed to get rid of some baggage.” Turning back, she grinned. “Let’s get this over with.”

	 


Chapter Thirty-Four

	 

	Royce was inconsolable. Holding each of his sister’s hands, he barely heard the conversation between Talbot and the others, although he was aware of Talbot’s presence and what it meant. But it didn’t matter. Nothing did. Gillian and Eve were dead. Which meant he was too. He thought of his mother and his eyes filled with tears. How would she handle the loss of her children? He couldn’t imagine her grief. If it was half as bad as his own, she would not survive the year.

	Andolina said something, but he did not acknowledge her. All he cared about was lying in front of him. His head dropped, and he prayed. It was not something he did often, but now felt like a good time. Sarah continued to kneel between his siblings, her eyes closed. He wanted to believe she could help, but the lack of energy coming from Eve and Gillian did not encourage him. His hope fading, he heard Andolina speak again.

	“Get up.”

	Royce assumed she was speaking to him, but he did not respond.

	“Andolina, listen,” said Jasper.

	“There is no more listening,” said Andolina.

	“Just leave us,” said Morgana. “Does it not occur to you that none of this would have happened if you’d left us alone?”

	“Silence.” Andolina threw out a hand and Royce saw Morgana drop to her knees.

	“Be quiet, Morgana,” said Talbot. “This will all be over momentarily. And then we can get back to our lives.”

	“This will never be over,” said Morgana, wincing. “This is only the beginning. What you’ve done…”

	Talbot argued. “If you hadn’t interfered, then none of this would have happened. This is on you, not me.”

	Royce squeezed his sisters’ fingers, realizing his time was short. He glanced at Sarah who continued to work. “Take me if you want but spare the others.” His voice was a rough whisper. “They’ve done nothing but try to protect their own.”

	“They’ve done nothing?” said Andolina. “They colluded and killed Burke. And they attacked me. Their innocence was lost the moment they decided to protect the High Child. Their actions are treasonous.”

	“Treasonous?” asked Ramsey. “How can we commit treason against a planet that abandoned us years ago? We were doing just fine until you people showed up.”

	“If anyone’s committed treason, it’s you,” said Declan. “You are planning to murder the High Child. I suspect your people wouldn’t be too happy about that if they knew.”

	Andolina narrowed her eyes, and Ramsey and Declan went down to their knees grimacing, both holding their heads.

	A tingle fluttered through Royce’s hands. He looked sharply at Sarah, whose eyes were clenched. She had to be aware of her husband’s pain. Was the tingle in his fingers from that or was it something else? He kept an eye on his sisters, but there was no change.

	Andolina spoke again. “I said get up.”

	The energy in his fingers tingled more. He spoke. “Let me say goodbye.”

	Her face went flat. “There’s nothing to say goodbye to anymore.”

	Adam, who was on the other side of Eve, holding her hand, turned toward her. “Desde was right. You are a bitch.” He let go of Eve’s hand, and pushing up slowly while holding his ribs, he managed to stand on shaky legs. He walked directly toward Andolina, who didn’t move an inch. “I don’t care what I have to do, but I promise I will do whatever it takes to expose you for the evil, wretched, soulless person you are.”

	Andolina smiled. “Get in line.”

	The tingle in Royce’s hands became a buzz. Glancing at Sarah, he saw her eyes were open and she was watching him intently.

	Andolina continued. “But since you feel so strongly about me, how about I give you another broken rib for your trouble?” She cocked her head, and Adam doubled over, falling back onto his knees.

	The buzz turned warm and heat traveled up Royce’s forearms. He made an extreme effort not to show any reaction. The heat traveled into his chest, and Royce almost sobbed with relief. He could feel them now. Eve and Gillian’s familiar energy coursed through him, although neither moved.

	Andolina returned her attention to Royce. “Last time. I said get up. I want you to face me.”

	Royce took a deep breath and calmed himself. The energy was building at a rapid rate now, and he didn’t know how Sarah was maintaining her weary façade. Everything was lighting up inside him.

	“Let me say something,” said Jasper.

	“No,” said Andolina.

	Jasper continued with Vee beside him, holding his arm. “Tell Roma that I died at your hand. That you killed her brother. Make sure she knows that.”

	Andolina turned. “You think you’re not expendable? Roma told me before I left that you were. She’s not expecting your return. But I’m happy to relay the message, as I’m sure she’ll be happy to receive it.”

	The sweat popped out on Royce’s brow as the heat continued to grow. His heart thudded harder when Eve’s finger twitched and then Gillian’s.

	“I’m not asking again,” said Andolina, her voice rising, “I want to see your face when you die.”

	Royce stayed where he was, dropped his head, and closed his eyes.

	“Very well. How about I start with someone else?” said Andolina. “How about that one working so diligently on your sisters? I admire her confidence and strength. Maybe she should go first?”

	Royce made eye contact with Sarah, just as Ramsey yelled, “No.”

	But Sarah was way ahead of Andolina. A surge of electricity flowed through Royce’s body just as Eve and Gillian opened their eyes. Joy flooded through him, but he realized now was not the time for celebration. The energy between them swirled and intensified, and Eve and Gillian reached for each other as their hands connected, completing the circle. Sarah fell back from the trio, and before Andolina could wreak her punishment, a shaft of light emitted from each of the siblings as beams of energy shot from their midsections, met in the middle and then fired outwards directly at Andolina.

	Royce allowed the raw power of their connection to grow. It was like the burst of energy he experienced after a hard workout, only this eclipsed it a hundred times over. If he hadn’t been holding his sister’s hands, he was certain he could have snapped one of the nearby tree trunks in half. He’d only felt this raw power once before, and he’d been saving his and his sister’s lives then too.

	The beam pierced Andolina at her chest and she stepped back, her hands rising to deflect the light. His sisters’ gaining strength, they sat up, maintaining the circle, their gaze on Andolina.

	Andolina squinted but continued to push back. Royce watched with surprise as he witnessed the beam arcing away from her. It began to bend and deflect into the ground.

	Royce and his sisters gathered and directed more energy, and the beam became brighter. Andolina faltered for a moment but then gathered her strength, the beam blasting the dirt. The battle between them appeared evenly matched, but it wouldn’t be long before someone weakened. Royce continued his assault as did Gillian and Eve. Andolina moved back more, her head turned as the light burned brighter. The beam was thick and luminous, and Royce knew they were stronger, they only had to wait Andolina out. He pushed harder.

	The deflection began to curve less into the dirt as Andolina retreated, and Royce sensed victory was imminent. Royce noticed the sweat sliding down Andolina’s bloody forehead as she fought to protect herself. She was tiring and would not sustain this battle. But she kept fighting, determined to survive. She stumbled, and Royce waited for her to go down, when someone joined her. Royce widened his eyes when Desde, eyes wild, face red, and hair knotted and wild, stood beside Andolina, raised her hands, and helped deflect the beam. 

	As the two women fought back, the energy from the siblings began to wane. Royce glanced at Eve and Gillian and realized the energy required from them to overcome Andolina’s, and now Desde’s, defenses was limited. Were their injuries the cause?

	Royce realized then that their time was dwindling. Without help, they were going to die.

	 

	**

	 

	Jasper stared in awe at his half-siblings. He’d never seen this before. He knew energy could be manipulated and directed, but never like this. The triplets used it as a weapon, pulling it into a giant ball of light and directing it at Andolina. The light was bright enough to make him squint. He pushed Vee back and held his hand up to shield his eyes. Andolina didn’t go down easy though. She fought back, showing more strength then Jasper would have guessed she had at that point. But her strength was diminishing. The beam was going to overtake her. Jasper waited for the eventual end but was shocked when Desde stood. Her skin bruised, and her neck swollen, she joined Andolina, fighting beside her.

	A gust of wind blew against Jasper’s face, and a buzz rippled the air, but Jasper was riveted on the scene before him. Could he help? He didn’t understand this power but understood enough to know that he could not break the connection. Whatever was happening had to do with his siblings and their unique bond. Could he tackle Andolina and Desde? Doing so would put him in direct contact with the beam. Deciding he had to do something, he stepped toward them, but Vee pulled him back. He tried to pull away when the buzz in the air became a vibration and the ground rumbled beneath his feet. The wind blew harder, and he raised an arm as dirt kicked up in the air. He searched for the cause of the disturbance. Was it related to the beam of light? 

	The vibration increased, but the fight continued. Jasper realized that with Desde’s added strength, the beam was easily deflected, and the two women would soon overpower the triplets.

	The rumble became a roar, and a wicked gust blew his hair back. The battle played out as Jasper looked up to see a small ship landing beside the bigger one, not far from them in the clearing. He stood in shocked surprise as it landed. It barely touched the ground when a ramp descended, and a man exited, jumping from it before it could fully extend. He hit the ground running and raced toward them. Jasper blinked, trying to believe his eyes. The large frame and agile gait were familiar to him, and his suspicions were soon confirmed as the man got closer. Standing in shock, Jasper realized it was his father. Carson Fletcher had just landed on Earth.

	 

	**

	 

	Royce tried to compensate for his sisters’ weakening, but his reserves were also rapidly abating. With Desde’s added power, there was little he could do. It would only be minutes, maybe seconds, before they would succumb. Sweat dripped off his nose and ran down his back, and his only focus was on pulling on whatever strength remained. Gillian and Eve were giving it everything they had. His own energy depleted, he prepared for the inevitable, when he felt a hand on his back. He feared it was Jasper trying to help, and he wanted to tell him to stop because it was pointless and would only result in injury, but he had no strength left. On the verge of collapsing, he gave it one final push, when the hand dropped to his mid-back and a surge of strength ran through Royce’s core. Everything went white hot, and his sisters engaged again, but with renewed power. The beam turned a brilliant silver and it blasted from their circle with more power than he thought possible. Desde and Andolina were violently shoved back, their arms upraised. The beam enveloped them, and they fell, skin red, and their clothes charring with the heat. The surge of electricity running through Royce was thrilling. His strength tripled as he aimed the beam with all his fury and anger over what they’d done to him, his sisters, Sarna and Greta. He wanted to wipe them out. Destroy them. Make them feel the pain they’d inflicted. The women writhed in pain as they crumpled to the ground and went limp, but Royce couldn’t stop. He wanted them dead and scourged from the Earth, never seen or heard from again.

	A voice pierced the fog in his head. “Stop, Royce. It’s over. They’re gone.” The hand on his back disappeared, and he felt a tug on his arm. “Royce. Stop.”

	His sisters let go of his hands, and the beam winked out as fast as it had arrived. The energy evaporated, and Royce fell forward, breathing hard. Sweat slid down his neck and off his chin and he swallowed, his dry throat sticking. Reality hit him when he shook his head, trying to clear it, and looked up. Desde and Andolina were lying still on the ground. Their clothes were black, and their skin was blistered and burned. Their lifeless eyes stared blankly at nothing. The rage in Royce vanished. Now all he could feel was shock. But how? They’d been on the verge of losing when that hand had touched his back.

	He heard Eve’s voice. “Dad?”

	Then Gillian. “Oh my god. Dad?”

	Royce swiveled his head and went still. Gillian and Eve crawled over and enveloped the man in front of them, holding him tight in a bear hug. The man, returning the hugs, looked over at him and offered a weary smile. “Hi, son.”

	 


Chapter Thirty-Five

	 

	Jasper’s eyes filled, and sighing deeply, the tension of the last few days and hours left him. He held his aching ribs and watched as Royce moved slowly on his knees and reached out to their dad, who pulled him into a bear hug with Eve and Gillian.

	“What just happened?” asked Ramsey.

	“That beam. How? I’ve never seen anything like it,” said Declan.

	Jasper wiped his eyes. Watching the others, he saw them staring with surprise, except for one. Grayson remained unmoving beneath the ramp. Sarah quickly went to his side and gently rolled him over.

	“Grayson.” Gillian pulled herself from her father’s grasp, stood, and ran to Grayson’s side, dropping beside him. She cupped his cheek. “Grayson.” She looked at Sarah, her eyes wide. “What’s wrong.”

	Jasper moved slowly with Vee’s help. His father came over and pulled him into a quick hug.

	“Are you okay?” asked his dad.

	Jasper, despite his ribs, squeezed his dad before pulling back. “I am. But how?”

	“I got your message. But we’ll talk about that later.” He broke away and stepped to Gillian’s side, kneeling beside her. “Can you help him?” he asked Sarah.

	Grayson was ashen, and Jasper couldn’t tell if he was breathing. Sarah had her hands on his chest, her eyes closed, but she spoke. “He’s alive, but barely. We have to move fast.”

	Tears streamed down Gillian’s cheeks. “Please. Don’t let him die.”

	Sarah’s eyes opened. “Put your hands on him.”

	Gillian sniffed and put her hands next to Sarah’s.

	“Eve. Royce,” said their father. “You too. Your energy will help.”

	Royce and Eve sat on either side of Sarah and put their hands on Grayson’s midsection.

	As they worked on Grayson, Vee took off her jacket and covered the faces of Desde and Andolina. Jasper gave her his jacket as well. With a last look at the women who’d caused so much suffering, he took Vee’s hand and turned away.

	“I should report this,” said Vee. “There are two bodies to remove.”

	“What are you going to report?” asked Jasper. “Two aliens who won’t return home?”

	Vee didn’t answer, and they watched as the group worked on Grayson.

	“I’ll take care of it,” said Declan. “I’ll make sure they’re properly buried.”

	“Where are you going?” Morgana’s voice boomed from nearby.

	Jasper turned to see Talbot slinking back into the woods. Jasper pointed. “You run, and I’ll follow. You won’t get far before I drag you back here.”

	“And I’ll be right behind him,” said Declan.

	“Get your ass back here, Talbot. You’re going to face the firing squad on this one,” said Ramsey.

	Talbot stood uncertainly, but then, shoulders dropped, he sat on a rock, his hands on his knees. Morgana went to stand beside him.

	Sarah and Jasper’s siblings continued to work on Grayson. His father supported Gillian, with his hand on her shoulder and one hand on Grayson. Jasper stepped closer to watch. Adam stood behind Eve, doing his best to offer support.

	Several minutes seemed to pass. The tears slipped down Gillian’s cheeks, and her nose ran, but she didn’t move. Occasionally, Carson would squeeze her shoulder.

	Jasper was beginning to think it was too late, when Gillian sucked in a breath and opened her eyes. “Grayson?”

	Eve and Royce opened their eyes. “Did you feel that? I think he’s coming back,” said Eve.

	“He is,” said Royce. “He’s growing stronger.”

	Carson leaned in and put his hand on Gray’s shoulder. “Grayson. Can you hear us?”

	Gillian patted his cheek. “Honey. Please wake up.”

	Sarah opened her eyes and sat back. “He’s doing much better.”

	Royce and Eve removed their hands as Grayson’s eyelids began to flutter.

	“Gray.” Gillian shook his shoulder. “Can you hear me? It’s Gilli. Wake up.”

	Grayson’s eyes opened to slits, and the group all seemed to release a collective sigh. Gillian rubbed his cheek. “Hi.” Another tear trickled down her face. “How are you?”

	Gray looked around, blinking. He mumbled and coughed. “Why is everyone staring at me?”

	Gillian smiled through her tears and buried her head in his neck. Carson patted her back as Eve, smiling too, turned and hugged Adam.

	Carson stood also, along with Royce. They faced each other.

	Royce let out a deep breath that must have released pounds of worry and fear. “I can’t believe you’re here. I thought … Andolina told me you were dead.”

	His face fell. “I’m sorry. She was using that, hoping to weaken you.”

	Royce dropped his head. “It almost worked.”

	Carson put his hand on Royce’s shoulder. “You’ve always been stronger than you think.”

	Ramsey assisted Sarah as she rose from the ground. Sarah shook out her hands, and he pulled her close.

	“Care to make the introductions?” asked Declan to Jasper. He stared at the small ship nearby. “That was quite an entrance.”

	“This is my … our father,” said Jasper. “Carson Fletcher.”

	“Wow,” said Adam.

	Grayson sat up slowly, still blinking and shaking his head. He rubbed his face. “What happened? Where’s Andolina?”

	“She and Desde are dead,” said Gillian. She glanced toward the women whose faces were covered. “I can give you the details later, but we’re safe. We’re all okay.”

	Grayson grimaced when he saw the bodies. “I wish I could say I was sorry.” He glanced up. “Did I hear right? You’re my father-in-law?”

	“The High Child?” asked Declan.

	“Former High Child,” said Carson. “I’m looking at the new one.”

	Royce made a weary groan. “I don’t even know what to say.”

	Adam kneeled, his head down, then stood and stepped forward, his hand out. “It’s an honor to meet you.”

	Carson shook his hand. “And you. Jasper told me what you volunteered to do for my son. You’re a brave man and I appreciate it.” He glanced at Royce. “I take it you succeeded.”

	“He did,” said Royce. “I got the letter.”

	Grayson got to his feet delicately with a groan and Gillian’s help. He briefly touched Gillian’s stomach, and Gillian nodded, her hand over his. His face showing more color, he turned and held out his hand also. “I’m Grayson Steele.”

	Carson took his hand. “I know. You married my daughter.”

	“I love her,” said Grayson. “Very much.”

	Carson smiled. “I know you do. I felt it. On the pier.”

	Jasper didn’t know what he meant. Gillian’s eyes narrowed as did Eve’s. “On the pier?” asked Eve.

	Royce frowned. “How do you know about the pier?”

	“Dad?” asked Gillian.

	Carson waved a hand. “Another story for another time. How about we talk about my impending grandad duties?”

	Gillian’s eyes widened. “You know?”

	“I could tell, when I held your shoulder,” said Carson.

	“Wonderful. It’s about time we had some good news,” said Morgana.

	“You’re sure you’re okay?” asked Grayson. He glanced at the fallen women. “Something tells me they didn’t go down easily.”

	“I’m fine,” said Gillian. “Baby too. Thanks to Sarah.”

	Sarah stood back, her arm around Ramsey. “I only gave you the energy you needed. You did the rest. You’re all stronger than you realize.”

	“I thought they were dead,” said Royce. “Scared the hell out of me.”

	Sarah shook her head. “No. Their life signs were there, but suppressed, which is why you couldn’t feel them. I just gave you the jolt you needed.”

	“I will be forever in your debt for helping my children,” said Carson.

	“You brought Gray back too,” said Gillian, “I know that was harder.”

	“Maybe,” said Sarah. “But not so much that he couldn’t be helped. Your energy helped with that too. Plus, I don’t think he was ready to leave.”

	“I feel pretty good, considering,” said Grayson, stretching.

	“Speak for yourself,” said Adam, holding his ribs.

	Vee touched Jasper’s side. “You’re hurt too.”

	Jasper waved her off. “I’m fine. No need to worry about me. I’ve been through worse.” He studied her face. “How are you? You’ve had a hell of a day.”

	“Don’t change the subject,” said Vee. “What’s a few extraterrestrials, laser beams, and newly arrived UFOs? It’s just another day in the life for me, but,” she looked at Sarah and pointed at Jasper, “he needs help.”

	“Vee,” said Jasper. “It’s no big deal.”

	Carson walked over to Vee. “I don’t believe we’ve met.” He smiled, and Jasper noted the twinkle in his eye. “My name is Carson Fletcher.” He held out his hand.

	Vee took his hand. “Veronica Chappell, but most call me Vee.”

	“It’s a pleasure.” Carson shook her hand and smiled at Jasper. “Looks like there might be another human in the family.” He winked and Vee blushed.

	Jasper felt his own cheeks warm. “Like father, like son.”

	His father patted him on the shoulder. 

	“You said you got my message? Is that how you found us?” asked Jasper.

	His father’s smile dropped. “I heard what happened to you. What they did to get information about Sarna. I rushed to find you, but Roma told me you’d escaped, but that they were following you. I talked to some people, took a ship, and found my way here, but I was several days behind you. I could only hope I wasn’t too late. Once I got here, I had no idea where to look. Andolina had cloaked her ship and I assumed you had too. Your ship’s signal popped up only hours after I arrived. You timed it perfectly.”

	“It wasn’t me,” said Jasper. “It was Vee.”

	“What?” asked Vee.

	Jasper nodded. “That task I gave you on my craft,” he said to Vee. “That alerted my father and sent him here. You saved our lives.”

	Vee’s jaw dropped. “I doubt that.”

	“He’s right,” said Carson. “I wouldn’t have found you without that signal.”

	“What task did you send her to do?” asked Adam. He leaned sideways as Sarah worked on his ribs. He sighed and stretched when she finished. “Thank you,” he said.

	Jasper started to answer when a rumbling shook the earth. The large ship vibrated as the ramp shuddered and began to retract.

	“Get back,” said Royce. He grabbed at Eve and Gillian as Ramsey, Sarah, and Declan jumped away from the edge of the large craft. The rumbling grew, and the engines whirred to life.

	“Who’s on board?” asked Declan as the wind stirred his hair. “Who’s driving?”

	Jasper took a step away with Vee. He squinted as bits of dirt tossed by the gusts of the rising craft stung his face. “Anso. It’s got to be Anso.”

	“Everybody get down,” said Carson. “It’s going to get real windy.”

	Everyone ducked, hands raised, as the ship rose higher.

	“Wait,” said Royce. “The letter. Sarna’s letter is on that ship.” He ran forward as if he thought he could do something.

	“Get down, Royce,” yelled their father.

	The ship ascended higher, and with a voluminous pop, it shot forward, disappearing and ejecting out a heavy blast of exhaust. Royce was knocked backward, and he hit the ground with a grunt.

	Carson ran over. “Are you okay?”

	Royce rose up, sputtering. “The letter. They can find Sarna with the letter.”

	Jasper shook his head. “No, they can’t. They don’t have the letter. They only think they do. I wrote that letter.”

	Royce grabbed his side as he got to his knees. “You what?”

	Jasper dusted the dirt off his shirt. “I knew why Andolina wanted it. I rewrote it and gave it to Grayson. That’s what Andolina had. The original letter is back at the house. It was my job to keep it safe, and I did.”

	“But Andolina said …” said Royce.

	“Andolina only thought she was reading Sarna’s energy, but it was my energy on the letter. Andolina had her strengths, but she’s wasn’t fluent in energy reading. She couldn’t tell the difference. When they read it back home, they’ll go straight to my house, but Sarna’s not there. Hasn’t been for a long time. It’ll take them weeks, maybe months to figure it out.”

	“That was smart,” said Declan.

	Royce’s shoulders relaxed. “Thank you for protecting it,” he said. “But even so, I still don’t like this. Anso can go back and make up any story he wants. If they don’t know about Greta, they will now. He could make the search for her that much more important. Sarna can’t run forever.”

	“It doesn’t matter,” said Carson.

	“Yes, it does Dad. She’s there and I’m here. Yet I’m still making things more difficult for her.” Royce got to his feet and stared up at the empty sky, his eyes haunted.

	“She’s safe, son,” said Carson.

	“You don’t know that,” answered Royce.

	“Yes, I do.” Carson patted Royce on the arm and pulled on him, nodding back toward his small ship sitting alone in the large field.

	Royce frowned, and looking back toward the craft, his eyes widened.

	Standing on the ramp, with her black, shiny hair brushing her shoulders, stood Sarna.

	 


Chapter Thirty-Six

	 

	Royce didn’t trust his eyes. He blinked trying to be sure he was seeing clearly.

	“I don’t believe it,” said Jasper.

	“Who is it?” asked Eve.

	“Sarna,” said Royce, and he broke out into a run. Sarna jumped from the ramp and ran toward him. Reaching him, she jumped into his arms, wrapping herself around him. Royce buried his face into her hair. She smelled like strawberries and peaches. “I don’t believe it. You’re here.” 

	“Royce,” she said, hugging him tighter.

	The whisper of her breath tickled his neck, and his body came alive. Every ache and pain vanished. The feel of her against him erased every fear and worry in an instant. He pulled back and studied her face, pushing her hair back.

	She was breathing hard, and she studied him. “I’ve missed you so much.” She stroked his cheek.

	He brought his lips up to meet hers and kissed her. Months of anger and doubt evaporated as he savored the taste of her. Memories of her warm body beneath his made his heart thump. He couldn’t get enough of her, but another thought brought him back to reality. He pulled back, breathless. “Greta,” he said. “Where’s Greta?”

	She smiled, let go, and slid down his body until her feet touched the ground. The sensation was electrifying. She pulled on his arm, and he followed her to the ship. They walked up the ramp, and Royce, still trying to comprehend Sarna’s presence, entered the small craft. The interior was minimal, with only a cockpit containing four chairs on one side and four sleeping tubes on another. Sarna walked to one of them and hit a button. There was a whooshing sound as the cover lifted. Royce sucked in a tight breath when he saw a beautiful baby swaddled in blankets inside. Her chubby cheeks had a rosy hue, and she slept peacefully.

	Sarna took his hand. “That’s your daughter.”

	Royce couldn’t speak, but a pressure rose up into his chest.

	“You want to hold her?”

	The pressure grew, and Royce tried to make himself breathe.

	Sarna, sniffed, her own tears rising in her eyes. She rubbed his back. “Take your time.”

	A strangled sob escaped him.

	She squeezed his fingers. “She’s healthy and perfect. She’s like her daddy.”

	Royce wiped a tear from his cheek. “She … will she know me?”

	Sarna dabbed her own eye. “I show her your picture every night. She knows you.”

	Royce finally took a normal breath. “She’s so beautiful.”

	“That part she gets from me.”

	Royce smiled through his tears. “She certainly doesn’t get it from me.”

	Sarna chuckled. “I wouldn’t say that. Her daddy’s pretty handsome.”

	At the sound of Sarna’s chuckle, Greta stirred. Her fingers opened and closed, and her eyelids fluttered.

	Royce reached down and put his finger next to her hand. Her tiny fingers wrapped around his. The sensation was unlike anything he’d felt before.

	“Why don’t you pick her up?” asked Sarna.

	Royce stroked her tiny hand. “I don’t want to hurt her.”

	“You won’t hurt her. She’s durable.” Sarna scooted in and slid her hands beneath Greta, lifting her as the blankets fell away. Greta’s eyes opened.

	Royce took her and cradled her. Greta watched him with wide eyes, and Royce waited, expecting at any moment for her to cry.

	But Greta didn’t cry. Instead, she held out a chubby hand and touched his nose.

	The pressure in his chest exploded inside him, and he allowed his tears to fall as Sarna cried too. He brought Greta closer and put her against his chest and shoulder. Her skin was soft and she smelled like honey and bubblegum. She grabbed his longish hair and gave it a tug and babbled at him. He felt something wet and cold on his skin and Sarna wiped it off. “She’s drooling a lot right now. She’s cutting new teeth.”

	Greta’s head popped up, and she patted at Royce’s face. He smiled and sniffed through his tears. “She’s the most perfect thing I’ve ever seen.”

	Sarna put her arm around him. “She is, isn’t she? Until the next diaper change. Which you get by the way. You have a lot to catch up on.”

	Royce nodded, smiling. “I’ll take whatever time with her I can get.” He cradled Greta in his arm. “Let’s go show her off to the family.” Royce put his other arm around Sarna. “You, too, by the way. I want you to meet my sisters.”

	Sarna fidgeted. “Was that them out there?” She played with her hair. “Do I look all right?”

	“Stop worrying. You’re beautiful.”

	Looking up at him, she rose on her tiptoes and gave him a kiss. “I missed you so much.”

	Royce pulled her close. “I can’t believe you’re both here. I never thought this moment would come. After you left with Jasper…”

	She nestled her head against his shoulder and played with Greta’s fingers. “I know. When I woke up and you weren’t there, I was devastated. I cried for days.”

	Royce sighed. “Let’s make sure that never happens again.”

	“Nothing would make me happier.”

	Royce took a deep breath, savoring this moment with his family. “I love you, Sarna.”

	She sighed back, her arms around his waist. “I love you too.”

	 

	**

	 

	Vee paced the flattened grass in the empty field. Royce had disappeared into the small ship with the woman named Sarna.

	“She’s here?” asked Gillian. “You brought her?”

	“I can’t wait to meet her,” said Eve.

	“I couldn’t leave her behind,” said Carson. “It was too dangerous. Plus, she refused to stay.”

	“What about Greta?” asked Jasper. He winced as Sarah put her hands on his ribs.

	“Easy,” said Sarah. “It won’t take long.”

	“Greta’s here too,” said Carson.

	“How did you know it would be safe?” Jasper’s grimace relaxed as Sarah worked on him.

	“There was no one we trusted enough to leave her with. Sarna decided to take the risk. She felt, as I did, that being with Royce was the safest choice.”

	“You were lucky,” said Ramsey. “You almost showed up too late.”

	“But they didn’t. As always, fate intervened,” said Morgana. She narrowed her eyes at Talbot, who still sat on the stump.

	“Trust destiny,” said Sarah, dropping her hands from Jasper. “Better?”

	Jasper sighed. “Much. Thanks.”

	“I think we had some guardian angels too,” said Declan.

	“Some pretty powerful ones,” said Ramsey.

	Sarah embraced her husband. “Leroy was one of them.”

	Ramsey stilled, and Vee remembered that he’d lost his best friend in the explosion.

	“I know he was watching over us,” said Ramsey, kissing Sarah’s cheek.

	Jasper walked over to Vee. “You sure you’re okay? You’re quiet.”

	She nodded. “There’s two dead bodies in the field, but like you said, I can’t report it.”

	“Best if you didn’t,” said Morgana. She eyed Declan. “You have people who can take care of it?”

	“I do,” said Declan.

	“I’d leave them to the birds. Let the animals have them,” said Ramsey.

	Adam kicked at a rock in the dirt. “I agree with you.”

	“While I agree they don’t deserve a goodbye party, leaving them out here is not an option,” said Morgana.

	“Let’s move over to the other ship. Away from this. We’ll wait for Royce and Sarna,” said Carson, extending his arm.

	Vee and the rest made their way to the smaller craft and stood beside it.

	“What’s taking them so long?” asked Eve.

	“You have to ask?” said Adam. “They haven’t seen each other in over a year.”

	“We need to give them some time,” said Grayson. “I know what it’s like to be separated from the woman you love.” He put his arm around Gillian.

	“Me too,” said Ramsey. “We may have to stay the night. You bring your camping gear Morgana?”

	“You should know Ramsey, that I’m quite capable of sleeping beneath the stars,” replied Morgana.

	“That’s right. I heard some stories from Leroy. You like your moonlight walks, don’t you?”

	Morgana pulled out her water and took a swig. “Clothing optional, of course,” she answered.

	“I’ll be hiding behind a tree,” Ramsey answered.

	“Suit yourself,” said Morgana. “You’re welcome to join me, ladies.”

	“Sounds fun,” said Eve. “I’m in.”

	“Excellent,” said Morgana.

	“If you’re running around naked, then I’m not going anywhere,” said Adam.

	“How can you all make light of what you’ve done?” asked Talbot. He’d walked with them and now stood outside the circle. “You’ve murdered two of your own. Once the Council hears of this…”

	“They’ll hear of it,” said Morgana. “All of it. Including your role. I’ll leave out nothing.”

	“Go sit,” said Declan. “You’ll get your day in court.”

	Talbot opened his mouth, but then closed it, found a fallen log, and sat.

	“There they are,” said Gillian, nodding.

	Vee looked to see Royce and Sarna stepping out of the craft, Royce holding a baby.

	Jasper took her arm. “Can I talk to you?”

	Vee watched as Eve and Gillian ran over to meet their niece.

	Jasper pulled her away toward the trees as the rest met Greta and Sarna. “Listen, I know a lot has happened. You’ve witnessed more than you expected.”

	She fidgeted. “You could say that. If you’d asked me a week ago if I thought I would be here, well, I think you know the answer. I’m still not sure I believe it.”

	“I certainly did not expect everything that’s happened, including meeting you.”

	Vee stared at her hands. “You were, still are, a surprise.”

	“This is probably not what you bargained for. Things have happened fast, and I know you don’t know me or any of us very well. But I want to tell you something.”

	“What?” she asked.

	He hesitated and took her hand. Her skin warmed. “I can’t stop thinking about you. Ever since waking up in that hospital and seeing you sitting by the bed, you have been in my thoughts constantly. I know this is unexpected and if I had more time, I would spend every second I had showing you how amazing I think you are. But I don’t have that luxury, so all I can do is tell you that I feel fairly certain that I am in love with you.”

	Her face flushed, and she swallowed. “You are?”

	“I am. And I’d like to know if you feel the same.”

	She stammered. “Jasper, this is a crazy time to be talking about this. There are two dead women in a field. Your dad is here with your sister-in-law and niece from outer space. We almost lost our lives. There’s a lot going on. Can’t we take it easy for a few days, chill out, and then talk?”

	“We don’t have a few days,” he said, his face flat.

	Her face furrowed.

	“Jasper,” said his dad, holding his granddaughter’s hand. “Come see your niece. You too, Vee. Let me introduce you.”

	“Can I hold her?” asked Gillian.

	“Of course,” said Royce, handing her Greta.

	“I’m still expecting an answer,” said Jasper quietly, still holding Vee’s hand and leading her toward the others. Vee didn’t know how to react. Jasper had just started a serious conversation, but now she had to put a smile on her face.

	“She’s getting big,” said Jasper, reaching out to grasp Greta’s fingers. “You were brave to bring her Sarna.”

	“I know you would have disagreed,” said Sarna. “But I couldn’t leave her behind.”

	“You couldn’t stay with Wiles? I told you he would keep you safe.”

	“I know,” said Sarna. “And he did. But when I learned what happened to you because of me, and what your dad was planning, I took the chance and trusted my instincts.”

	“It was still a huge risk.”

	Her brow rose. “Don’t start with me Jasper.”

	Carson chuckled. “You two sound like Royce and his sisters.”

	Eve took Greta from Gillian. “That was a long time ago Dad.”

	“Maybe, but I still remember.”

	“How long are you staying?” asked Grayson. “Are you going back to Eudora?”

	The siblings went quiet as they waited to hear their father’s answer. Greta babbled and pulled on Eve’s hair.

	Carson sighed as he watched Greta. “I’ve thought about that ever since I realized what was happening with Royce. I knew then that if I ever had the opportunity to see my children and my beautiful Lilly again, then I would seize that chance and never let go.” He looked at Jasper. “I hope you understand. I care for your mother, son, but she and I were not meant to be. You and Roma were the only good things to come from our union.”

	Jasper nodded. “You don’t have to explain anything to me. I know you’re ready to follow the path you’ve wanted for a long time.”

	“Thank you.” He regarded Eve and Gillian. “I hope you don’t mind if I stick around for a while.”

	Gillian squealed, and Eve grinned. “I can’t wait to tell Mom,” said Gillian.

	“I hope she’ll still have me,” said Carson.

	“She’s loved you every day. That hasn’t changed,” said Eve.

	“You better bring her a ton of flowers,” said Royce.

	“She deserves more than I can ever give her,” said Carson.

	“She does,” said Royce.

	Vee listened with a bit of envy. Did Jasper love her like that? Or did he only think he did? All her insecurities fired at once. Jasper still held her hand, and he squeezed her fingers.

	“Tell Mom I love her,” said Royce.

	“Why don’t you tell her yourself?” asked Eve.

	Royce’s gaze met Sarna’s. “Because I’m going to Eudora.”

	 

	**

	 

	Eve’s jaw dropped. “You’re what?”

	Sarna faced him, her face stoic. “You’re sure?” she asked.

	“We don’t have a choice,” said Royce. “If I don’t take my rightful place, they’ll keep coming. Anso is already headed back there. Roma will send others and endanger all of us. I have the chance to change that. I have to protect my family.”

	Jasper stepped forward. “Anso can’t get away with anything. I have the ship’s logs. I downloaded them. Or I should say Vee downloaded them.”

	Vee perked up. “I did?”

	“You did. That task I asked you to do? You accessed the larger ship’s data banks and transferred the logs to my ship.” He spoke to Vee. “Was the light blinking on the console when you left?”

	“Yes,” said Vee.

	“Then I have everything, including what happened here.”

	“What’s on the logs?” asked Ramsey.

	“All of our ships automatically record and transcribe all activities that happen on and around the craft during a mission, plus all of Andolina’s mission notes, unless that function is turned off, but Andolina was not a pilot and was overconfident. Anso may have piloted the craft, but I suspect he was unaware of the feature. I took a risk it was still accessible, and it was.” He looked at Carson. “The download required Vee to enable certain functions on my ship which emitted the signal you used to find us.”

	“We can take this information to Eudora and show it to the Council?” asked Sarna.

	“We can,” said Jasper. “They’ll know of Roma’s deceit and lies, and what Andolina and Desde did at her direction. They’ll have no choice but to remove her and put Royce in her place.”

	“It’s still dangerous,” said Gillian. “You have no idea what you’ll face. She’ll fight back.”

	“I’ll be with him,” said Sarna. “With Greta too. They won’t be able to deny the rightful High Child and his offspring.”

	Royce frowned. “Maybe you and Greta should stay here until things settle down and I’ve claimed my place on the Council.”

	Sarna’s eyes widened. “Absolutely not. Our place is with you. We said we would not be separated again. Greta is the next High Child. She needs to claim her title as well.” She held his arm. “The safest place for us is by your side.”

	“I’ll be with you too,” said Jasper. “I can testify to what occurred and produce the data from Andolina’s ship. They won’t be able to ignore it.”

	“You’re leaving?” asked Vee.

	“Royce,” said Eve, handing Greta to Adam. “You’re sure? You have to leave now?”

	Royce nodded. “I do. It’s not safe to wait. The sooner we can confront Anso and Roma’s lies, the better.”

	“He’s right, Eve” said his father. “If he intends to do this, then now is the time.” His father faced him. “But you don’t have to go. If you choose to stay, none of us will think less of you.”

	“I have my family to think of, and I can’t keep them safe if I run from this,” said Royce.

	“But when will we see you again?” asked Gillian.

	“Will we see you again?” asked Eve.

	“Of course, you will,” said Royce. “Once I get assimilated and secure my role on the Council, then open travel will be reinstated, and my first visit will be here.”

	“But you have no idea how long that will take, or even what will happen when you get there,” said Eve. “If this goes bad, and you’re not reinstated, we may never see you again.”

	Royce nodded. “I know, Eve. There’s a lot of unknowns, but I have to take that risk.”

	“That’s not going to happen,” said Sarna. “This is going to work.” She took his hand and squeezed it.

	Carson put his arms around Eve and Gillian. “Eve and Gilli, you have to let your brother follow his calling regardless of where it may lead. This is his path.”

	“He’s right. Trust destiny,” said Ramsey. “It sucks sometimes, but in my experience, it usually works out.”

	“But right now?” asked Gillian. “Can’t you stay a day or two?”

	“I wish I could,” said Royce, “But the longer we stay, the harder it will be to leave.”

	Everyone stood quietly, until Sarah stepped forward and gave Royce a hug. “You be careful. Take care of yourself and Sarna and Greta.”

	Royce hugged her back. “Thank you, Sarah. What you and your family have done for me and my family can never be repaid.”

	“Just come back, that’s all the repayment I ask,” she answered.

	He nodded as she stepped away, and he shook hands with Ramsey and Declan, who wished him well, and Gray and Adam. “You take care of Gilli and Eve. Make sure they’re safe,” he said to them.

	They agreed, and Royce faced his sisters. Gillian wiped her eyes, and Eve sniffed. “Come here you two.”

	He embraced them both in a bear hug. His own emotions began to rise, and he tried not to consider the possibility that he may never see them again. The pain of that was too great. “I love you. Watch out for Mom. Tell her I love her and I’m sorry I couldn’t be there to tell her goodbye.”

	Gillian squeezed him back. “Please be careful.”

	“Try not to piss anybody off, okay?” said Eve. “Try a little diplomacy if you can.”

	He smiled. “I’ll do my best.”

	They pulled away, and Royce’s eyes welled. He felt a hand on his back and turned to see his dad.

	“I finally get here and now you up and leave,” Carson said. He squeezed Royce’s shoulder. “I’m proud of you. I hope you know that.”

	Royce bit his lip as a tear escaped. He saw Sarna wipe her cheek as well.

	He pulled his dad in for a hug. “Thanks, Dad.”

	“You’re a good son. Go be a great High Leader,” Carson said into his ear.

	Royce held his dad, wishing he could have more time. He pulled back and brushed away fresh tears. “I will.”

	Carson sniffed too. “And don’t be a stranger.”

	Royce nodded. “I won’t.”

	“I love you.”

	“I love you too.”

	Royce breathed deeply, trying to clear the emotional haze in his head. If they were going to do this, they had to do it now, or he’d never make it.

	He faced Sarna with watery eyes. “You ready?”

	Sarna hugged Gillian and Eve and took Greta from Adam. “I’m ready.”

	“You know how to drive this thing?”

	She smiled. “I know enough to get us back. Most of it is automatic.”

	“Good. Otherwise we just said a lot of goodbyes for nothing.”

	He looked for Jasper, who was talking to Vee. “Jasper, you ready?”

	Jasper turned back. “Take the ship up to max rush. I’ll be right behind you.”

	“I hope you know what that means,” said Royce to Sarna.

	“I do,” said Sarna.

	Royce watched as Jasper walked away with Vee. “Hey Officer Chappell.”

	Vee stopped and looked back.

	“Thank you,” he said.

	She nodded, and Royce understood how she was feeling. “I promise. I’ll do my best to keep him safe.”

	She stilled. “You better.”

	Royce walked up the ramp with Sarna. Reaching the top, he turned and waved a hand as his family looked back. Nodding at Sarna, she touched a button, the ramp retracted, and the door closed on the only world he knew.

	 


Chapter Thirty-Seven

	 

	Jasper walked with Vee back to his ship. Vee said little as they stepped through the woods. He’d tried to engage her in conversation, but she only gave one-word answers. Reaching the clearing where he’d landed, they stopped. The area was quiet save for the occasional squawk of a passing bird. Vee handed him the silver pen she’d used to decloak his craft. He hit the button, and the ship reappeared in the waning sunlight.

	“Come with me,” he said.

	“Excuse me?”

	“Come with me, to Eudora.”

	She laughed. “I can’t go with you.”

	“Why not?”

	She sputtered. “Because–because I can’t.”

	“What’s keeping you here?” he asked.

	Her jaw dropped. “I have a life here. This is my home. It’s Earth, for God’s sake. Why would I want to live on another planet?”

	“Because we love each other.”

	Vee held her head. “Listen, Jasper. I don’t know what I think. My brain is in shambles right now. I’m confused and uncertain about everything. Royce is going to claim his rightful place on a throne? You’ve got secret data on your ship? We barely know each other, and you want me to move with you to another planet. This is like some crazy movie.”

	Jasper nodded. “I know, it’s crazy, but all that really matters is how we feel about each other.”

	She snorted. “I think leaving Earth matters too. This is all I know.”

	“You’re not going alone.”

	She wrung her hands and paced. “What about my job? My home? I have people here. A life. I can’t just up and disappear.”

	He walked over and took her hand. “Look at me.”

	She did as he asked.

	“Take my other hand.”

	She did, and they gazed at each other.

	“Now just be still. Let all other thoughts fall away.”

	She squinted her eyes. “Jasper …”

	“Shh. Be quiet. You’re thinking too much.” He closed his eyes. “Just listen.”

	She stopped fidgeting and went quiet, and he allowed himself to relax, allowing the events of the last few days to disperse. Her energy warmed, and it traveled up his arms. “Good,” he said. “Now think of our first meeting in the hospital.” He recalled in his mind’s eye the moment he’d cracked an eyelid and saw her sitting beside his bed. Something within him had stirred and had never left. Standing there, his own heat combined with hers and sparked in his chest. The memory shifted to the kiss they’d shared on the patio and where it would have led if they’d had the opportunity. His heart raced as he knew hers did.

	He opened his eyes and saw her watching him. “Feel better?”

	Her cheeks were pink, but her eyes were wary. “I’m scared,” she whispered. “I’m in love with a man I can’t have.”

	He pulled her closer. “But you can have me. I’m right here.”

	“But you can’t stay, and I can’t ask you to stay.”

	“So come with me.”

	She let go of his hand and touched his cheek. Sliding her fingers behind his neck, she raised on her tiptoes and brought her lips to his. He slanted his mouth over hers and kissed her deeply. Her mouth was like warm honey and he was a hungry bear. All he wanted to do was scoop her up and run onto the ship and have his way with her. She wrapped her arms around him, and he pulled her against him, savoring the feel of her. Her hot breath caressed his cheek, and he almost started to walk away with her, when she pulled back.

	They stared for a moment, breathless, and she touched her forehead to his, then peppered his mouth with small kisses. He tried to deepen the kiss when she put her hand on his chest and pushed away.

	He noticed the tears in her eyes, and he loosened his hold on her.

	“I can’t go with you,” she said.

	“Vee, what we have—”

	“Is unique to say the least, but it can’t work. It never could. You’re Eudoran. I’m from Earth. You must save your planet. I must save the latest kid whose bike was stolen. We are two totally different people with two completely different backgrounds. I can’t go just like you can’t stay. There are two many barriers. It sad, but it’s true.”

	“We could make this work. Look at my father and Lillian.”

	She stepped back, and he let her go. “You want to tell me that their love story was easy? How many years have they been apart?”

	He paused.

	“Exactly. That’s not fair to either one of us. Go live your life, Jasper. Go save the world, meet a pretty Eudoran lady, get married and have Eudoran kids. Don’t worry about me. I’ll do the same here, and fifty years from now, we’ll look fondly back at this time and be thankful we dodged a bullet.”

	It felt like that bullet had just hit him in the chest. “I don’t believe any of that, and I don’t believe you do either.”

	“You should. Right now, you think you’re in love. You’re full of emotion, but that will fade. It always does.”

	He stood there, hoping to say something to change her mind. “I believe we are fated for each other.”

	“You believe in fairy tales. Which is fine, but I don’t.”

	He tried to take her hand, but she pulled it away. “You said so yourself. You’re scared. But that’s not a good reason to end anything. It’s the worse reason imaginable. I don’t think you’ll look back thinking you dodged a bullet. I think you’ll look back with regret, knowing you had the chance for true love but were unable to take the risk.”

	She wiped at her eyes. “Maybe. Maybe not. But all I can do right now is tell you how I feel. And I can’t give you what you want.”

	His chest felt like he had rocks in his lungs, and it was hard to breathe. “Vee. Be sure about this. Don’t just react. Think this through.”

	“I have. Please don’t make this any harder than it already is.”

	The rocks in his chest doubled their weight. He desperately wished he could change her mind. “Okay. I can’t force you to come with me.”

	She crossed her arms and bit her lip.

	“But don’t think this it, Vee. Once I have the chance, I’ll come back for you. I promise.”

	She shook her head. “Don’t. Because I can’t do this.”

	“I don’t believe that.”

	“You should. Do us both a favor. Get on that ship and don’t look back. Let’s just enjoy this moment of respite for what it was. Just a passing fancy.”

	Her words stung. In his heart, he knew she was protecting herself, but it was still hard to hear. He nodded. “Is that what you want?”

	She uncrossed her arms and looked down. “Yes. It’s for the best.”

	He paused, wishing he knew what to say. “As much as I hate it, I’ll honor your request, because I love you … and I know you love me.”

	Her face scrunched, and she held her stomach. “Please go.”

	He started to reach out but stopped himself. He wanted so much to comfort her. Feeling his own emotions surface, he swallowed. “Okay.”

	He turned and walked toward the ship. Reaching the ramp, he stepped up and ascended. At the top, he turned. “I wish you every happiness, Vee. If we never see each other again …” he struggled to continue, “Just know that I will never forget you.”

	She watched him, eyes red, but didn’t answer. Sighing deeply and memorizing her face, he hit a switch and the ramp came up, the door slid shut, and she was gone.

	 


Chapter Thirty-Eight

	 

	Ramsey placed the side dish on the table.

	“That looks delicious. Is that your famous potato salad, Sarah?” asked Adam.

	Sarah placed two glasses of water next to the brisket. “It is.”

	“I hope you made two batches, cause that’s not going to last,” said Grayson.

	“There’s more in the fridge,” said Gillian, sitting next to Grayson. A napkin covered her large belly bump. “I helped her make it.” She held her stomach and cringed.

	“You okay?” asked Eve, who put a bowl of salad on the table.

	Gillian nodded. “Yes. Just another contraction.”

	“What?” asked Declan, who sat with Hannah across from Gillian. “You’re having contractions?”

	“Braxton-Hicks,” said Gray. “She’s been having them on and off for the last two weeks.”

	“It’s completely normal,” said Hannah. “I’ve been reading about them.”

	“You’re reading that book I gave you?” asked Gillian. “There’s a lot of good information in there.”

	“I am,” said Hannah, rubbing her own belly.

	“When are you due, Hannah?” asked Eve.

	“Not for another five months. Gillian’s helping to prepare me.”

	“You’re going to have to help me too,” said Declan. “Braxton-Hicks?”

	Ramsey smiled. “You’ve got so much to learn. Braxton-Hicks aren’t actual labor contractions. But they can happen frequently. Sarah had them too.”

	“I had them for the last two months,” said Sarah. She rubbed her own stomach as she remembered. “Drove me nuts.”

	“When is your due date?” Declan asked Gillian.

	“Not for another two weeks, but being my first baby, it will likely be longer,” said Gillian, taking a deep breath and exhaling.

	“You okay?” asked Grayson.

	Gillian nodded. “Yes. It will pass in a second.”

	Declan glanced at Hannah. “I think I need to read this book too.”

	“Books? Is someone reading a good book?” Morgana stepped outside. “I’m always eager to hear recommendations.”

	“I don’t think this book is going to make your book club list,” said Ramsey. “Unless you have more secrets you care to share.”

	“You can’t handle my secrets Ramsey, which is why they’re secrets,” said Morgana.

	“Have a seat, Morgana,” said Sarah, pulling out a chair.

	Ramsey studied the group in his backyard. It had been six months since Royce and Jasper had left and there had been no word from them. Glancing at the house, he noted the tarp over the back room. They were still in the remodeling stage. After careful consideration, he and Sarah had decided to stay and rebuild. Despite the pain of what had occurred, the house still held too many good memories, and they chose to focus on those instead. It had taken Ramsey some time though. After Royce’s departure, the grief had hit hard, as well as the guilt. But time did heal. He’d questioned his decision many times to stay in the home, until one day, after a sleepless, grief-filled night, he’d come to the damaged house to think. Despite the construction going on around him, the evidence of the explosion still replayed in his mind. Finding Sarah injured, his terror as he searched for his children, Leroy and Olivia’s bodies on his lawn. As the memories surfaced, his stomach had constricted, and he’d struggled to hold it together, when he saw the plant.

	Leroy had given it to him on his birthday ages ago, during a difficult time when he’d felt almost as bad as he did now. Ramsey had questioned Leroy’s decision-making since Ramsey had never boasted having a green thumb, but despite that, the plant had survived, and even thrived.

	Ramsey had always wondered if Leroy was secretly fertilizing it, but he didn’t question it. After the explosion, Ramsey hadn’t thought twice about the plant, believing it had been destroyed along with everything else. Until that day on the porch, amidst the sounds of hammering, sawing, and the smells of sawdust, he saw it. It was in a new pot, and it was bigger than before. New growth was sprouting from the stems and it looked taller. Ramsey had walked over, touching its leaves, wondering what had happened, when the construction foreman had come over to him. He told him how he’d found the plant in the living room. Its pot was broken, and other than a few tattered leaves and exposed roots, the plant was intact. He’d taken the initiative and repotted it and placed it in the backyard. He’d admitted he hadn’t done much with it since and was surprised it hadn’t died. 

	Ramsey stared open-mouthed at the green leaves. A breeze ruffled his hair, and an intense wave of energy fluttered through him, and he heard a chuckle. It was so clear he turned, expecting to see Leroy behind him, but there was only a construction worker measuring a piece of wood. He shook his head, but the energy remained. He realized then that Leroy was there. Touching the leaves, he closed his eyes, took a breath, and listened. His friend’s voice spoke clearly in his head. It’s time to move on, Sherlock. Death is not the end. I’m still your best friend. Don’t let me be your last. Ramsey had shuddered and opened his eyes, feeling the grief but thankful that his friend was still near. He’d known then that keeping the house had been the right call. Seeing the plant now on his porch, along with his family and friends, he smiled.

	“Where’s Charlotte, Ramsey? Isn’t she joining us?” asked Morgana.

	“She’s on a well-deserved girl’s trip, probably enjoying a nice glass of wine right now,” said Ramsey.

	“Good for her,” said Morgana. “Spending time with friends is always well advised. I think I might help myself to some wine as well.” She reached for a glass and picked up an open bottle of Cabernet on the table. Her phone buzzed and she set the bottle down and pulled her cell from her purse. Ramsey clearly saw the name ‘Sonia” on the display. Morgana frowned. “Excuse me a moment.” She stood, stepped away and answered.

	Ethan and Rosie ran out of the house and toward the swing set. “Come push us, Uncle Declan,” said Rosie.

	“You too, Uncle Adam,” said Ethan.

	Both men chuckled and stood.

	“You better get used to it,” said Ramsey to Declan. “Your time’s coming. You too Adam.”

	“Not if I can help it,” said Eve.

	“Give it time. You’ll want one soon enough,” said Gillian.

	“Don’t hold your breath,” said Eve. “Nieces and nephews will do for now.”

	Declan and Adam headed toward the swing set when the doorbell sounded.

	“I’ll get it,” said Ramsey. He ran inside, bypassed Morgana, who was speaking on the phone, and opened the front door. “Carson. Lilly. Nice to see you. Come on in.” Gillian and Eve’s parents entered the house.

	“Thank you for inviting us,” said Lilly. “I’ve been looking forward to it.” She looked around. “The house is looking great.”

	“Thanks,” said Ramsey. “They’re still working on the back rooms, but the main areas are livable.”

	She handed him a covered platter. “Here,” she said. “I brought some brownies.”

	“I’ve heard about your famous brownies,” said Ramsey.

	“I’ve gained ten pounds since I’ve been home,” said Carson, smiling. “Her cooking is doing me in.” He put his arm around her.

	“Mom. Dad.” Ramsey turned as Eve popped her head in from the porch. “Did you bring the brownies?”

	Ramsey held them up. “She sure did.”

	Ramsey started to close the door when Carson pulled him aside. “You might want to look out on the street.”

	Ramsey paused. “Why?”

	“You have a guest who appears hesitant to enter. She’s sitting in her car.”

	Ramsey glanced outside to see a white car parked in front of the house. A woman sat in the front seat.

	“I believe it’s Officer Chappell, if I’m not mistaken,” said Carson.

	“Lilly. Carson,” said Sarah, entering the front foyer. “I’m so glad you could make it. Come in. Can I get you a drink?”

	Carson greeted Sarah as Ramsey handed him the brownies. He saw Morgana hang up, lower her phone and stare off.

	“Everything okay?” he asked her.

	She shook her head as if to rouse herself. “It’s always something Ramsey.”

	Concern rippled through him. “Not bad, I hope.”

	She studied him and he wondered what she was thinking. “A few things have come to my attention I had not anticipated. I’ll handle it but your assistance may come in handy at some point.”

	“Is my family safe?”

	She relaxed. “Of course.”

	“Then just let me know what you need.”

	“Excellent.” She smiled. “Now where is that wine I was about to pour?” She returned to the back porch.

	Figuring Morgana would tell him more when she was ready, Ramsey stepped outside. Seeing the white car, he headed toward it and knocked on the passenger window. Vee jumped in the seat.

	He spoke through the glass. “It’s a lot easier to visit when you actually enter the house.”

	She stared for a second and then opened her door. Ramsey detected a quick wipe of her eyes when she stepped out.

	“You okay?” he asked, straightening.

	She took a deep breath. “Sorry. I guess driving up, it all sort of hit me.”

	Ramsey nodded. “I get it.” He looked back toward his home. “A lot has happened since that day.”

	“I know.”

	He rested his hand on the roof of the car. “Glad you could come. I wasn’t sure you would.”

	She closed the door. “I had my doubts.”

	“I don’t blame you. We haven’t seen much of you since everything happened.”

	She nodded. “I wasn’t sure if you really wanted me around … being a human and all.”

	He chuckled. “We have a high tolerance for them. Especially for the ones that save our lives.”

	She kicked at the ground. “I can’t take credit for that.”

	“But you can. Your actions turned the tide. You should take credit.”

	She blushed. “Maybe.”

	Ramsey watched her as she studied her toes. “You hungry?”

	She looked up. “I am.”

	“I could bring the food out here.”

	The side of her mouth turned up. “That’s not necessary. I’ll come inside.”

	“Good. Otherwise, I think Sarah will eat your brownie.”

	She stepped around the car and as they walked, she spoke softly. “I miss him.”

	“I know,” he answered.

	 

	**

	 

	Vee greeted Sarah and the rest, still debating whether she should have come. It had been a long six months. After Jasper had left, she’d taken a few days off work, feigning illness, although she might as well have been ill. She’d had no idea how difficult it would be without him. How could she miss someone she’d just met? She’d been attracted to men before, had even loved one or two, but when it was over, she’d moved on. But this was different. No matter how much she told herself it was for the best, that it was not meant to be, and how she had to move on, she couldn’t seem to do it. She’d gone back to work, requesting overtime, expecting the long hours to dull her mind and her desire, but it didn’t help. It seemed the harder she tried to forget him, the more she wanted him. Her sleepless nights became foggy days, to the point where she’d accused a bar owner of robbing his own store. He’d matched the description of a local thief and Vee had almost arrested him. After that, her sergeant had told her to take some time off and figure out what was wrong. She’d taken a leave of absence two months ago and had yet to return. If she didn’t go back soon, she wouldn’t have a job to go back to. But Vee couldn’t summon the energy to care. She didn’t watch the skies at night any more either. All it did was make her think of him.

	When she’d received the invitation to dinner at the Ramsey’s, she’d declined, but Sarah had called and insisted she come. She didn’t want Vee to disappear from their lives. They’d been through too much together. Vee had agreed to join them, but when she’d pulled up to the Ramsey house, it had taken everything she had not to drive away. And she might have, if Ramsey hadn’t stopped her.

	“Vee,” Sarah came up and hugged her. “You made it.”

	Vee nodded. “Apparently, you were going to eat my brownie if I didn’t attend.”

	Sarah nodded. “Absolutely.”

	“You don’t want to miss out on Mom’s brownies,” said Eve, who welcomed Vee with a hug also.

	Vee said hello to the rest of the group and noted Gillian’s large belly. “Wow. When are you due?”

	“I know. I’m huge. But it’s close,” she said. “Not much longer.”

	“Actually, you look amazing. Pregnancy becomes you,” said Vee.

	Gillian smiled and Vee greeted Carson and met his wife Lilly and noticed how the couple never stopped touching each other. Jasper sprang to mind again, but she pushed him back, as she seemed to do so often now.

	“Have a seat,” said Ramsey. “We’re about to dig in.”

	“Officer Chappell, pleasure to see you,” said Morgana, whom she sat across from. “I take it there’ve been no more excursions through the woods?”

	“I chased a meth head into Lambert Park. Does that count?” she asked.

	“I’d say so,” said Morgana, “assuming you caught him.”

	“He’s doing six months at county.”

	“Good for you,” replied the stately woman.

	Ramsey tapped the side of his glass with his fork and stood at the head of the table. Declan and Adam brought the kids over and set them in their chairs as Ramsey spoke.

	“First of all,” said Ramsey. “I’d like to thank everyone for coming. I know that last time we did this, it didn’t end well.” Sarah came over and stood beside him, putting her arm around him. “I had my doubts, considering. But my lovely wife here insisted that we add new memories to replace the old. And I remembered what my Grandma Rose used to tell me—that we can’t live in fear. Life goes on.”

	Sarah squeezed his waist and put her head on his shoulder.

	“We’ve lost loved ones, some forever and some hopefully for just a short time, but because of that we can’t forget. So, since we’re all here, alive and well, and we have much to be thankful for, we’ll continue to move forward, ready for whatever comes next, and ready for new ones to arrive.”

	“Here, here,” said Declan, then kissed Hannah’s cheek.

	“The sooner, the better,” said Gillian, rubbing her stomach.

	Ramsey raised his glass. “Here’s to us, both here and beyond. May we all find what we’re looking for and enjoy the time we have with the ones we love.”

	“And to destiny,” said Morgana. “May it always be our guide.”

	Everyone lifted their drinks and clinked their cups. “Cheers!” said Rosie.

	“Cheers,” said Ethan, smacking his cup against Rosie’s.

	Ramsey kissed his wife. “Dig in everyone.”

	“Hand me some potato salad,” said Adam.

	“Not before I get some,” said Declan, reaching for the bowl.

	Vee watched as the group helped themselves to the food. The same sadness she’d felt over the previous six months enveloped her again, but she made a concentrated effort to ignore it. She was tired of feeling bad. She was not the kind of woman to let a man’s presence in her life dictate her happiness. Seeing the people in front of her choosing to move on and find the joy in what was left despite all they’d lost, encouraged her. She reached for the salad.

	“I wonder where they are right now,” asked Eve, taking some brisket off a dish.

	“Royce and Sarna?” asked Adam.

	“Yes.”

	“I hope they’re okay,” said Gillian.

	“Knowing Royce, he’s barking orders,” said Adam, “setting everyone straight.”

	“I sure do miss him,” said Lilly.

	“Don’t worry sweetheart,” said Carson. “Our son can take care of himself.”

	“I can’t believe I didn’t get to meet Sarna and Greta,” said Lilly. She pointed a finger at Carson. “You better hope they come back soon. I want to meet my grandbaby.”

	“I’m sure you’re missing Jasper,” said Grayson to Vee. “You two were hitting it off.”

	Vee swallowed and pasted a smile on her face. 

	“I’m sure he’s fine too,” said Gillian. “He’s probably hanging out with Royce right now, having a Eudoran beer.”

	“Eudorans don’t drink alcohol,” said Carson, taking a bite of food.

	Everyone looked up.

	“Well, if Royce had known that, he probably wouldn’t have left,” said Ramsey.

	“If he’s in charge,” said Eve, “then they’re drinking it now.”

	“Why do you think I came back to Earth?” asked Carson. He smiled and grunted as Lilly nudged him in the ribs.

	Vee took a bite of her food and smiled, appreciating the ability to talk about Jasper without wanting to cry. It was a first.

	They ate and laughed, talking about Royce and Jasper and recalling the past. Before long, they talked about their own stories. How Eve and Adam met, and Gillian and Gray, and then Sarah and Ramsey told their story. Vee marveled at their shared history and wished she could be a part of it.

	Ethan and Rosie finished and jumped from the table, eager to play. They ran off to the yard, chasing a ball.

	“Stay close to us, kids. The fence isn’t finished yet,” said Ramsey.

	“Anyone care for one of Lilly’s famous brownies?” asked Sarah, rising.

	“I’m so full, I could roll out of here, but I’ll take one,” said Declan.

	“I’ll make some coffee,” said Ramsey. “Everybody want a cup?”

	“Decaffeinated, please,” said Morgana.

	“I’ll help you clear the plates,” said Eve, as she stood.

	“Me too,” said Adam.

	“Ugh,” said Gillian, grimacing, “Here comes another.”

	“Just breathe through it,” said Gray, holding her hand.

	“Come on little Anderson Thomas Steele,” said Gillian. “Time to vacate the property.”

	“Is that what his name is?” asked Eve. “I didn’t know that.”

	“He’s named after our grandfathers,” said Grayson.

	“That’s so sweet,” said Hannah. She touched her own baby bump. “If ours is a boy we’d like to name him Henry Leroy.”

	Ramsey stopped mid stride.

	“You don’t mind, do you?” asked Declan. “I thought it would be fitting.”

	Ramsey paused, but smiled. “I think he would love that.”

	Vee smiled too at the kind gesture. The children squealed in the yard behind her. “Higher,” said Ethan. “Go higher.”

	Rosie squealed too. “Higher, Uncle Royce. Push me higher!”

	Vee froze, as did everyone else. Gillian and Sarah turned and dropped their jaws. Eve dropped the plate she was holding, and it broke into shards, but no one noticed.

	Ramsey widened his eyes. “Holy …”

	Declan and Hannah stood from the table as Vee looked behind her. To her astonishment, Royce was pushing the kids on the swing.

	“Oh my god,” said Lilly, before jumping up and running toward her son.

	Gillian swiveled on her chair, and Gray helped her up. Everyone moved at once. All Vee could do was stare.

	“Royce,” said Eve.

	Royce stopped swinging the kids and smiled. “I was wondering when you’d notice me.”

	Eve jumped into his arms as Lilly embraced him as well. Tears coursed down the older woman’s cheeks.

	“I’m okay, Mom,” said Royce. “I promise. Gillian, you should be at the hospital.”

	Gillian gave him a hug and pulled him as close as she could. “How long have you been here?”

	Royce hugged his dad and Sarah too. “I’ll admit. I may have snuck up on you.”

	“You cloaked yourself, didn’t you?” asked Eve. She smacked him. “Stop doing that.”

	“Where’re Sarna and the baby?” asked Lilly. “Are they here?”

	“What’s happening on Eudora?” asked Adam. “Are you High Leader?”

	“Did you oust Roma?” asked Declan.

	“Where’s Jasper?” asked Ramsey.

	Vee froze at that question. Her heart thudded.

	Royce laughed. “So many questions. I’d think you guys missed me.”

	“When did you get back?” asked Ramsey.

	“Don’t be mad, but we arrived yesterday,” said Royce.

	“Yesterday?” asked Gillian.

	“And you didn’t come see us?” asked Lilly.

	“It’s a long trip for a toddler, and an expectant wife. I thought I’d give them some time to adjust.”

	“Expectant wife?” asked Carson.

	“Is she pregnant? Is Sarna pregnant?” asked Eve.

	“You got married?” asked Gillian.

	“I am, and we did,” said Sarna as she stepped out from the side yard with Greta in her arms.

	The group left Royce alone as they all gathered around Sarna and Greta.

	Vee had finally stood but could only watch. The question she wanted the answer to had not yet been answered.

	“Hello, Officer Chappell,” said Royce as he walked up to her. “Good to see you.”

	Vee nodded and swallowed. “Hi. How are you?”

	“Pretty good. It’s good to be home.”

	“I’m sure it is.” The question was on the tip of her tongue, but she was afraid to ask it.

	“He didn’t come with me,” said Royce.

	Vee’s heart deflated and everything in her wanted to curl up in the fetal position.

	“He came separately. Said he might want to stay a while.”

	Vee peered up as Royce smiled down at her. “I suspect he’s at your place wondering where you are.”

	It took her a moment to react, but when she did, she couldn’t help but grin. “He’s here?”

	Royce nodded. “Of course he’s here. The man’s been in misery since we left. About drove me crazy and would have if I hadn’t known what he was going through.”

	Vee ran her hands through her hair as her heart raced. Jasper was here. He’d come back.

	“It looks like you’ve been a little out of it yourself. You’ve lost weight,” said Royce. “Of course, if you’d rather he go home, I could give him the bad news …”

	Vee didn’t wait to hear the rest. She ran past the group and into the house, passing the living area and throwing the door open, intent on jumping into her car and breaking the speed limit to get back to her house.

	She’d made it halfway across the yard when she heard a “Hey.”

	Recognizing the voice, she swiveled in mid run to see Jasper standing on the front porch. He looked just as good as she remembered, but he’d lost a bit of weight as well.

	He took a few steps toward her. “I didn’t find you at your place, so I just about broke every speed law getting over here. So please don’t tell me you’re leaving.”

	Vee broke from her shock and ran toward him. He met her midway, and she threw herself into his arms. Holding her tightly, he spoke into her ear. “All I did was think about you.”

	Vee kept touching him to ensure he was real. “You’re back. I didn’t think …”

	His breath raced against her skin. “I couldn’t leave you, Vee. You’re mine and I’m yours, and that will never change, no matter what separates us.”

	She pulled back enough to see his face. She cupped his cheeks and rested her forehead against his. “The last time we did this, I thought I’d never see you again.” A tear escaped and ran down her cheek.

	He smiled at her. “Those times are over. No more hemming and hawing. I love you and I want you. And if you’ll have me, I’ll be yours forever.”

	She smiled and brushed her lips against his. “I’ll have you, over and over again.”

	His lips captured hers, and she kissed him hungrily. All her doubt and worry vanished as her body moved against his and his tongue roved over hers. She’d never felt so much want and need in her life. Their lips briefly parted before they met again, each caress more desperate than the last. His hands gripped her waist as hers moved down his back and up again.

	He pulled back, breathing hard. “What do you say we go back to your place?”

	Barely coherent, she nodded, but the sound of voices interrupted them.

	“Hurry. We have to get you to the car.”

	The voice penetrated Vee’s fog, and she looked to see Gray exiting the house with Gillian beside him, holding her belly. “I’m fine honey. It’s just my water,” said Gillian.

	Gray ran toward the car. “How can you be so calm? Your water just broke.”

	The rest of the group came out of the house.

	“We’re right behind you honey,” said Lilly.

	“Get her to the hospital, Gray,” said Royce. “There’s one about a few miles—”

	“I know where the hospital is,” said Gray. “Come on, honey.” He opened the car door.

	“I’m coming,” said Gillian. “I can’t believe this is happening now. I thought I had two weeks.”

	“I’m going to be an aunt,” said Eve. “This is so exciting.”

	“Ohhh!” Gillian grabbed her stomach and leaned over.

	“Honey,” yelled Gray as he ran over to her and took her arm.

	“It’s a contraction,” said Gillian. “A big one.” She breathed fast. “Ohhh.” She went down on her hands and knees.

	Vee broke from Jasper’s hold and ran over.

	“Take it easy. Breathe. That’s it. Can you walk?” asked Gray.

	Royce leaned over and picked his sister up with ease. “Get in the car, Steele.” He carried Gillian over to the passenger side and placed her in the seat as Gray slid behind the wheel. Gillian gripped the dash. “Hurry,” she said. “This is moving fast.” She breathed in short clipped bursts. “Aaahh. It’s another contraction.”

	“That’s way too soon,” said Gray. “They shouldn’t be that close together.”

	“Stop talking and drive,” said Royce.

	Vee ran over to the car. “I have my police light,” said Vee. “I could give you an escort. Make sure you get there safe.”

	“Please,” said Gray, looking ashen.

	“I’ll ride with you,” said Jasper.

	“We’ll follow,” said Royce.

	Gillian moaned again. “Hurry.” She leaned against the door frame, her hands braced against the roof. “This is happening so fast. Oohhh!”

	Vee ran to her car, pulled out the light, and stuck it on her dash. Jasper jumped in, and she started up the car. Grayson drove up behind her, and she pulled away and sped off toward the hospital.

	 

	**

	 

	Ramsey watched from the porch as Royce, Sarna, and Greta got in one car with Lilly and Carson and Eve and Adam sped off in another, following Vee.

	Sarah put her arm around him, and Declan and Hannah joined them.

	“Guess that will be us one day soon,” said Hannah.

	“I hope a little less dramatic,” said Declan.

	“Well, I think that’s it for the dinner parties though,” said Ramsey. “We can’t seem to get through one without some serious drama playing out.”

	“I’ll take new arrivals any day,” said Sarah. “Drama or no drama.”

	“It definitely makes it interesting though,” said Declan. “Can’t wait to see what happens at your next party.”

	Ramsey turned into Sarah’s arms. “No, the next party is on you Declan. You’ve always wanted to outdo me. Now’s your chance.”

	“I think I’ll tip my hat to you on this one. No need to ask for more than I can handle.”

	Ramsey smiled and held his wife. “You may be surprised at what you can handle, Declan.”

	Morgana stepped out onto the porch. She wrapped her scarf around her neck and carried her small handbag. “I agree. Sometimes the greatest tragedies can bring us the greatest joy. It’s just hard to see it sometimes.”

	“I agree too,” said Sarah. She gave Ramsey a squeeze. “I’m going to check on the kids. It was good to see you Morgana.”

	“You too, dear.”

	Sarah went inside, and saying goodbye to Morgana, Declan and Hannah followed.

	“You sure you want to go home, Morgana?” asked Ramsey. “No brownies?”

	Morgana patted her hair which was perfectly placed in a smooth chignon. “I’m sure they’re delicious, but they’re all yours.” She came up close to him. “You and your family have been through a lot. Go enjoy them. Sweets are always better when you haven’t had them in a while.” She patted him on the shoulder. “Thank you for dinner.”

	Ramsey tipped his head. “No sarcastic remark for me? You feeling okay?”

	“Better than ever,” she answered. “I’m just …” She stared off.

	“Just what?” asked Ramsey.

	Her eyes found his. “I’m proud of you.”

	Ramsey narrowed his eyes. “You’re what?”

	“You’ve pulled this little group together despite great adversity. I didn’t know you had it in you.”

	Ramsey didn’t know how to answer.

	“You’re a good man, husband, and father. You should know that.”

	Ramsey felt a lump swell in his throat. He thought of his grandmother. “Thank you.”

	She turned toward her car. “Don’t thank me,” she said. “Thank destiny.” She laughed as she walked away, her scarf blowing in the breeze. “It’s going to be a beautiful night. Full moon, too. Perfect for skinny dipping.” She got into her car and spoke out the open window. “Don’t let those brownies go to waste. You never know when you’ll get another.”

	Starting up the car, she waved, and Ramsey smiled as she drove away.
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	Seeing the gun, Daniels pulled his weapon, aiming at the woman. He stood at a diagonal to Remalla, so his partner was not in the line of fire. His heart rate tripled, and he watched Rem hold up his arms.

	“Drop the gun,” he yelled.

	The woman glanced at him, but she held the gun on Rem. “Who are you? What do you want?”

	Rem kept his hands visible. “Take it easy. We’re cops,” he said. “I’m going to take my badge out.” He slowly moved his hand toward his back pocket, making it obvious so the woman could see he wasn’t going for his weapon.

	The woman, eyes wide with uncertainty, kept looking between Rem and Daniels. “You, too,” she said to Daniels.

	Daniels didn’t move. “Take that gun off my partner.”

	Rem pulled out his badge and opened it. “I’m Detective Remalla and this is my partner, Detective Daniels. Are you Jill Jacobs? Sergeant Merchant told us where to find you. All we want to do is talk.” He kept his hands up and spoke in a soothing voice.

	The woman hesitated. “Talk about what?”

	“Drop the gun first,” yelled Daniels.

	Remalla took a small step forward, and Daniels held his breath. “We didn’t mean to scare you. We want to talk about the Makeup Artist.”

	Even from a distance, Daniels could see her face pale. She stared for a second, her forehead furrowed, and then she relaxed her stance, lowered her weapon and tucked it into the waistband of her shorts.

	Rem dropped his hands and glanced back at Daniels, who let go of a lungful of held breath and holstered his gun. He debated arresting her, but realized she wasn’t a threat and they would need her cooperation. He walked over to his partner but stayed on alert.

	“You okay?” asked Daniels to Rem.

	Rem took a shaky breath. “That’ll wake you up.”

	“Still scared of zombies?”

	Rem didn’t answer as the woman approached with wariness.

	“Jill Jacobs?” asked Rem.

	She walked past them and toward her beach chair. Reaching it, she grabbed another bottle from the bucket. “That’s me.”

	They followed. “You want to tell us why you pull guns on strangers?” asked Daniels.

	She twisted the cap off. “You came up behind me,” she said, taking a healthy swig.

	“It’s a public beach,” said Rem.

	She waved. “Does it look public?”

	“You go around waving guns, you’re going to get arrested,” said Daniels.

	“I’ll take my chances,” she said, and sat in the chair. She removed her weapon and put it beside her, careful to do it slowly to not alarm Rem or Daniels.

	“Well, we don’t mean to interrupt your ‘me’ time, but we’d like to ask you a few questions,” said Rem.

	“Can’t promise I’ll answer.” She took another swig.

	Rem raised a brow at Daniels. “You were a cop in Seattle, right? Worked on the Makeup Artist case?”

	“That was a long time ago. In another life,” she said, resting her head back.

	Daniels nodded. “Been in the RV park long?”

	She watched the waves. “A while.”

	“It’s a charming place, but a little crazy.” Rem paused. “It matches your personality.” She gave him a quick appraisal but didn’t respond. “Your sergeant thought you’d be helpful to us. We’re working on a case you might have some insight on.”

	She took another pull, and Daniels wondered how often Jill Jacobs drank. It was a lot based on how fast she was draining her beer.

	“He wasted your time. I can’t help you,” she answered.

	“You worked on the Makeup Artist case in Seattle, didn’t you?” asked Daniels.

	She hesitated, picking on the bottle’s label. “I did.”

	“Then I’m pretty sure you can help us,” said Rem. “We’ve—”

	“You don’t get it,” said Jill. “I don’t want to help you.”

	Rem crossed his arms and set his jaw, and Daniels knew his partner was getting agitated. He could be cool and calm with a gun pointed at him but could lose his temper with an uncooperative stranger in a heartbeat.

	“Fine,” Daniels interjected, before Rem could say something less fruitful. “We’ll go back and let our captain know that the two victims who were slaughtered in the last six weeks and their families are no closer to finding justice and the madman who did it. Even though he’s already stalking his next victim and will continue to enjoy the same freedoms as you and me. We’ll be sure to let your Sergeant Merchant know that his suggestion was a waste of our time.”

	Her face pinched, and she picked off a chunk of the label. Daniels saw her swallow.

	“Merchant gave us your name for a reason,” said Rem.

	“He did,” she said. Daniels could barely hear her over the waves.

	“Listen,” said Rem. “We don’t know your story. I don’t know why you’re sitting on a beach, drinking alone, and living in an RV in Horrorville, but you were a cop. You worked on a grisly case and you must have been good, or your Sergeant wouldn’t have sent us.”

	“I know why he sent you,” she said, before taking another swig.

	“So why not help us?” asked Daniels. “Look over—”

	“No,” she said, standing and wobbling slightly. “I’m going to pick up my gun. Don’t shoot me.” She leaned over and picked up her weapon and tucked it back in her shorts. “Good luck with your case.” Turning, she walked back toward the waves, never looking back, and assumed her former position with the waves crashing over her feet.

	“Son-of-a…” said Rem, turning toward Daniels. “What the hell’s the matter with her?”

	“A lot,” said Daniels. “I think a lot is the matter with her. She’s done. Like we thought. Burned out.”

	“It’s more than that,” said Rem. “Did you see her when she pulled her weapon?”

	“Quite vividly,” said Daniels.

	“Did you see her eyes?”

	“I was more focused on preventing her from shooting you.”

	Rem paused. “I could see it. I think she’s terrified.”

	Daniels watched Jill, standing in the surf and drinking her beer.

	“Whatever happened, it wasn’t good,” said Rem.

	“That’s probably why she threatens to shoot strangers.”

	Rem put his badge back in his pocket. “I don’t think she was expecting us. She was expecting someone else.”

	Daniels shook his head. Rem patted Daniels on the arm. “Let’s go.”
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