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Prologue

	 

	They walked in late in the evening, a little drunk and a lot rowdy, three of them laughing and dragging the fourth along with them. 

	I carried an empty tray in one hand and tried to tuck my notepad into the back pocket of my black, too tight jeans with the other. The place was filled with smoke and laughter, but I was dead tired and the thick layer of cheap makeup I had put on many hours earlier felt sticky. I wasn’t sure where to sleep when I got off shift, and my usual place behind the University library wasn’t an option because early that morning, they’d started removing the dumpsters I usually huddled between. Someone said that they were clearing the site to start building a new art department, but I didn’t care. I’d been busy grabbing my few belongings, scanning the area to see if someone left anything useful that I could get my hands on.

	“Come on Hawk,” I heard one of the men saying. “You lost the bet, we got to choose your loss, and this is our choice.”

	I wondered what they were doing in a bar like Kinkers. I’d worked there for almost six months, and it was clean enough, but it was located on a back road in a part of Prosper well known to be unsafe. The owner liked to call it a roadhouse and they served lunch, which was the shift I worked most of the time. In the evenings, it was mostly a bar, and no one ever ordered any food, unless you counted peanuts and chips. 

	It was also a strip joint, and it was usually filled with men but that night was a Friday, so it was ladies’ night. This meant male strippers and an audience filled with women in various stages of inebriation.

	 “I’m not going to –” the man they’d called Hawk started, but another man cut him off.

	“Oh, but you are,” he said gleefully, and called out when the angry man made a dash for the door, “Guys, do something. He’s escaping.”

	I couldn’t hold back a loud giggle when I realized why they were there. They meant to put their friend on stage. One of the other men moved slightly, and I turned to look at him. Then I stopped breathing. He was tall and lean, with unruly black hair that was a little too long, and laughing brown eyes. He was so beautiful.

	Our eyes met and held, and his brows went up a little.

	“Hey, he’s running,” someone shouted, and our gazes unlocked.

	The beautiful man turned toward the door, and flicked his fingers at our bouncers in a small gesture, indicating that they should stop his fleeing friend. To my surprise, they grinned and stepped in front of the man just as he reached the doors. I wondered if he’d be crazy enough to fight the brawny bouncers, and for a few seconds, it seemed like he would, but then his head tilted back, and he looked up at the ceiling. I saw his shoulders go up a little as if he was inhaling, and then he turned.

	He was gorgeous too although in a completely different way. He looked dangerous and hard. When he walked back to his friends, his eyes flicked over me, and I pulled in air because of the intensity in them, but also because their color was such light amber, they were almost yellow.

	“Get the thong,” one of his friends shouted, and the women around the stage that had followed the events started cheering.

	“No,” the yellow-eyed man said calmly. “I’ll do this because I pay my debts, but I am not wearing a thong.”

	“Don’t worry, Hawk,” the beautiful man laughed. “There are other options.”

	Another cheer erupted, and then they moved toward the door leading backstage. Bobby Dawner, the owner of the bar, met them and greeted the beautiful man with a back-thumping bear hug. I heard him boom the man’s name, and it burned into my soul.

	“Miller.”

	 

	That was the night everything changed. When I got off my shift and walked through the empty streets, looking for something, anything, that could provide cover, I was beaten up by a young man who wanted my meager tips from the evening. I woke up in the hospital and saw a woman sitting in a chair, calmly watching me.

	“Do you need help, child?” she asked.

	I looked back at her for a long time, and then I gave up. I’d learned the hard way never to trust anyone, but her eyes were kind, and I couldn’t make it on my own anymore, so I decided that I’d accept whatever bad things she might have in store for me. It wouldn’t be worse than the life I already had.

	“Yes,” I whispered.

	Her eyes softened, and a gentle smile curved her mouth, and when I saw it, I smiled back, tentatively.

	“I’m Joelle,” she said.

	I was fourteen years old, and that was the night my life resumed.

	
Chapter One

	Mingle

	“Mary, darling!” 

	A tall, elegant woman came toward me with her hands stretched out in front of her and a tight smile on her lips. An expensive black designer dress clung tightly to her skinny frame, and her high heel sandals were covered in black, glittering beads. Around her neck hung a necklace so enormous and shiny I was afraid it’d blind me. I turned my eyes away, only to be hit with the sparkle from her long dangly earrings.

	“Clarice,” I murmured and kissed the air in the vicinity of her left cheek, and made the same next to the other. I hesitated a little to see if she was going to go for a third kiss, but she seemed to step back, so I did too. She ended up kissing the air right in front of me, looking ridiculous. Her pouting red lips quickly straightened out and pressed together into a thin line before she collected herself. I heard someone coughing behind me and felt like laughing too, although I kept my polite smile firmly on my lips.

	“Darling,” she admonished me with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Surely we are the best of friends, hm?”

	We weren’t, not by a long shot, and if it weren’t for the fact that I was at the museum covering for my bestie Wilder, she wouldn’t have talked to me at all. Wilder’s grandfather had been famous in art circles for his collections, but also his generosity. Most of what he’d spent a lifetime to obtain were priceless, and he’d put a lot of it in a foundation, specifying that they were to circulate in the main museums in our country. Wilder had added a few things to that foundation and asked me to manage it. I had no clue how to do something like that, and no desire to be stuck in an office, so I’d accepted a position as ‘senior advisor’ instead. She tried to pay me, but since I didn’t actually do anything, I declined that too. 

	That night was the opening of an exhibition featuring Willy’s huge collection of glass sculptures in the National Museum of Arts in Prosper City. Wilder had whined and moaned for weeks about it, and I let her, mostly because it gave me ample opportunities to tease her about her lack of interest in putting on a cute dress and high heels. Eventually, I gave in and promised I’d go instead, something I’d done plenty of times before so no one would be in the least surprised. 

	“You are the best, Mary. You know I can’t go to these things,” Wilder said, “I have nothing to wear, and I always insult someone. All the artsy types drool over Mac, the food is crap and walking around for a whole evening carrying a glass of lukewarm wine isn’t my idea of fun at all.”

	I wondered why she thought I had something to wear, and I preferred beer to wine just like she did. I had my own reasons for going, though, so I didn’t argue. Attending the event would give me the chance to meet people in my field, and I’d make connections I’d need in just a few weeks when I was through University and would be looking for a job in one of the major art museums, or galleries. 

	The first few times I’d attended functions like that I’d had Wilder’s grandfather to show me around, and I’d learned from him how to deal with snooty people who thought they were worth more than others. 

	“They fart too, remember that,” Willy had murmured as we walked through the crowd. “Some are nice, but most are shitheads. Find the ones that you like and the few who can give you what you need. Ignore the rest.”

	I had followed that advice ever since, and it worked surprisingly well.

	Kit enjoyed this kind of events and would come with me to the opening, which was a relief because he was good at small talk and when I had nothing to say, he would help me out. 

	What to wear was an issue because I had a small scholarship and a part-time job as a waitress, but that was supposed to cover Uni fees, living expenses, and art supplies. I ended up buying a cheap dress made of soft, turquoise, fake silk that looked remarkably real. Then I pulled out my brushes and set about changing it into something that would resemble a designer piece. I used various shades of blue and green to paint a flowery pattern across the bodice and partially down the long skirt, adding silver details as a final touch. 

	The dress turned out better than I thought it would, and when I heard the knock on my door, signaling that Kit was there to pick me up, I smiled at my appearance in the mirror. I’d put my long hair in a soft bun at the nape of my neck, and matched the dress with my old, silver high-heel sandals and clunky silver earrings. Kit’s eyes widened when he saw me, which I took as a good sign, and as we walked into the museum, he told me calmly how much he liked my dress. I laughed and told him what I’d paid for it, which made him stop abruptly to stare at me, and then he grinned.

	“If this is what you look like on a budget, then I’m looking forward to seeing you in the real stuff.”

	I blinked and wondered why on earth he’d ever see me in whatever the real stuff was. The dress I wore wasn’t exactly unreal, and it wasn’t like I’d be a frequent attendee to these kinds of functions once I started working. I had been about to tell him so when the tenacious Clarice, director of the modern art section of the museum, descended upon us.

	“Of course we’re good friends, Clarice,” I lied to the older woman in front of me. “Have you met Kit before?” I asked, knowing that he’d smooth her faux pas over in no time.

	“Kit Keeghan,” Kit murmured and held a hand out.

	He looked good in his expensive, dark suit, and something almost predatory flashed in her eyes. She was well past fifty which meant Kit was less than half her age, so I thought it was kind of iffy, but also hilarious.

	“Kit,” she murmured, and added, “I’m Clarice Morgan, but you can call me Clary.”

	Clary? Really?

	“Ms. Morgan,” Kit said, and went on to ask a few questions about the exhibition.

	Then he effortlessly flattered her with compliments about how amazing it looked, and made a silly joke. When she was giggling loudly, I did too although that was mostly because of her hilarious efforts to sound like a young girl. I felt him twitch ever so slightly as he turned to me, and said calmly, “We were supposed to talk to Mr…” 

	He trailed off and raised his brows, knowing the name of Wilder’s lawyer well but smoothly including me in the conversation again. I smiled gratefully at him.

	“Mr. Suthermoore,” I filled in. “You’re right, we were supposed to find him when we got here.”

	With a polite smile to the still giggling woman, I pulled him away, and we went looking for the elderly gentleman who was on the board of Wilder’s trust together with me. I had always liked Mr. Suthermoore, and as he walked around the exhibition with us, I enjoyed discussing the various pieces on display. Kit seemed to be getting more and more restless, although I’d expected that because he wasn’t particularly interested in art.

	“Kit, sweetie,” I murmured. “I know glass sculptures aren’t your thing, so if you want to walk around and talk to…” I trailed off because I couldn’t think of anyone he would find interesting to talk to and suspected he’d spend the evening hiding from the predatory Clary, but he lit up immediately.

	“If you don’t mind, I might talk to some people,” he said.

	“Not at all, just go ah –”

	I hadn’t even finished the sentence when he patted my shoulder and walked off. I blinked but turned resolutely to the gentleman next to me.

	“It looks like it’s just you and me unless you also want to –”

	“I would love to look at the sculptures with you, my dear,” he interrupted me quietly. “Did you know that Willy and I found most of these together?”

	I had not known that, and as we took another turn around the room, he told me hilarious stories about the individual pieces. Willy seemed to have been quite crazy when he was younger, though since I knew Wilder, this didn’t exactly come as a surprise. We stopped every now and then, and Mr. Suthermoore introduced me to some quite influential people. Some of them I liked, some would be useful when I went job hunting, but most of them just got an aloof, polite smile from me.

	Kit joined us as we were looking at a particularly beautiful dark blue statue with long streaks of red twining around the base. Mr. Suthermoore had told me about a recent break-in at the warehouse where it had been stored, and how it had been found tilted over, although there were no scratches on it that we could see.

	“You should mingle,” Kit murmured in my ear, and I was about to tell him that we’d been doing that for the past hour when a loud voice called out to us.

	“Kitty! And Mary, my miniature bundle of gorgeousness!”

	Bo Draper, Kit’s father’s partner, flounced across the floor followed by what looked like a full entourage. My mouth immediately widened in a smile when I saw him, and there was no hesitation in the three kisses he got from me. Then he leaned down to whisper in my ear, “How bored are you?”

	“Not much,” I assured him, and added with a wink at Mr. Suthermoore, “I had help to endure, Boz.”

	Bo threw his beautifully made up face back and boomed out laughter, which his entourage immediately echoed. People around us turned to stare at them, but Bo didn’t seem to mind, and neither did I. It felt like the lights were suddenly brighter, and all colors were just a little bit clearer. It wasn’t the first time Bo had that effect on me, and I wondered how he did it.

	“Come, one short round and then I’ll whisk you away to dinner,” he grinned and held his elbow out toward me. “You are most welcome to join us,” he said to Mr. Suthermoore. “Having a distinguished gentleman at my side always adds a certain je ne sais quoi, doesn’t it?”

	The way he mispronounced the French words as a drawled out, “Jenny says cooie,” made the lawyer laugh, although I felt quite sure this was the desired reaction because Bo smiled with great satisfaction. Mr. Suthermoore declined his offer, though, saying that he was feeling his age and would go home. Then he kissed my cheek, thanked me for the company, and left. I put my hand in the crook of Bo’s arm, and the bright pink silk in his blouse was most certainly not fake.

	“Carson isn’t here?” I asked, knowing that Kit’s father rather would push dull pins into his eyeballs than attend such a function.

	“You know that the answer to that is a big, fat ixnay,” Bo smirked. “Left him and his brother on the back porch with a six-pack of beer and I swear to you, they were both wearing flannels,” he added, sounding like they were committing a crime worthy of the death penalty. “It’s the God’s honest truth, sweetums. Miller even had rips in his jeans, on both his knees, and they’re fine knees, I’ll give him that, but he’s above thirty and can afford to replace his clothes when they tear.”

	I started laughing at his dismayed face and tried not to think about the picture of two men calmly drinking beer, looking out over the lower part of the mountains and talking about their day. My dress suddenly felt just a little too tight, and I wished I could have been on that back porch right then, flannels, ripped jeans and all.

	We had dinner with Bo and his friends, and they were hilarious, so I enjoyed myself immensely. They were as loud and boisterous as Bo, and I knew they were all gay, so it was just for show, but they flirted outrageously with me, and I flirted right back because they were so sweet. Everyone absolutely adored my dress, and when I told them I’d painted the flowers myself, they squealed so loudly I thought we’d get thrown out of the elegant restaurant. Maybe even arrested.

	The thought of Bo and me in a cell and Carson having to bail us out made me giggle. Telling the others resulted in a flurry of jokes about handsome police officers that made me laugh so hard my belly hurt. 

	“You didn’t have to tell them that you’re wearing a home-made dress,” Kit suddenly muttered quietly.

	His step-extra-father heard him and cut in.

	“And why shouldn’t she, Kitty my boy?” Bo asked, in a voice that suddenly was syrupy sweet.

	Too sweet. 

	I knew Bo was gearing up for an argument, and having him explode on us when we were having such a good time was not something I wanted, so I laughed, and slapped Kit playfully on the arm.

	“It’s not the painting you’re grumbling about, is it, Kit? I think it’s the fake silk because it gets all static and –”

	I got cut off by another round of squeals, and then the ones sitting at my sides started rubbing me playfully to see what it did to the fabric. Bo gave Kit a long, thoughtful look, but left it at that, and when we left shortly after that, he was his usual happy self.

	Kit drove me home and walked me to my door.

	“You looked good tonight,” he murmured, and leaned down.

	I expected the usual kiss on my cheek or at least the air close to it, but to my surprise he kissed me on the mouth, long and hard. It was nice. 

	As the kiss went on, I started wondering why I didn’t feel anything and thought that not disliking a man’s kisses surely wasn’t good enough. Then I started wondering why I was even analyzing his kiss as it happened. Then I pulled back a little.

	“Kit…” I whispered, not sure how to continue.

	I’d been dating Kit casually for a while, even though I knew that I shouldn’t. I liked him a lot, but I also knew that it’d be much better for us to remain friends, and told him so after he kissed me goodnight the first time. He just smiled calmly and continued to ask me out. I said no the first time, but he cajoled me into coming, and if I was honest with myself, he didn’t have to try very hard. The next time he asked, I just accepted. Part of why I did was because I was a little lonely. I had school and worked part time, but since Wilder met Mac and Jinx moved to Marshes, what free time I had was empty. 

	“Goodnight, Mary,” Kit said, interrupting my thoughts.

	Before I got a word out, he walked away, and I closed the door to my small apartment. When I’d slipped into a pair of gray yoga pants and a huge flannel shirt, I pulled out my sketch pad. Too many thoughts were bouncing around in my head, and I knew I wouldn’t sleep, so I started drawing Carson and Bo’s house. Much later I realized that I’d mostly drawn two men sitting there calmly drinking beer straight from the bottle, breathing in the cool night air and relaxing after a long day.

	Outside, a police car passed by and as the sound of the siren faded away, I sighed and went to bed.

	
Chapter Two

	Skinning a pheasant

	I drove up to the low, wide building right behind Wilder and Mickey, who were in Wilder’s rather worn down pick-up that once had been a deep red but now looked dirty more than anything else. I knew it was a surprise to most people that she was rolling around in that vehicle when she owned a huge and wildly successful ranch and could afford a swanky sports car, or twelve.

	Her boyfriend, Mac, was already there, and he drove a huge, black SUV which was parked next to her dad’s equally humongous and black ride. 

	Men, I snorted as I parked my own small piece of crap car. I didn’t care so much about what I drove, although I would certainly have something more reliable when I could afford it. Just a little while longer, I told myself, and then I’d be done with school. There’d be no university fees and hopefully a job that paid better than what I earned from the part-time work I did to support myself. 

	Mac immediately walked out of the house and Wilder jumped out of her car, running into his arms. He swung her around and kissed her like they’d been apart for months, which I thought was sweet since I’d been there when he left the evening before to investigate an incident in one of the museums in Treville. This was normally not something that would be a high priority for Hawker Johns and his group of men and women who covertly protected our small country, but a part of Wilder’s grandfather’s art collection was on display in that museum, so they wanted to make sure it was all still there. We’d heard back from them that only a few minor pieces had been stolen, and none of them were Wilder’s. They also shared that they thought the security system sucked, and that the police in Treville seemed completely incompetent but that “even a slow donkey reaches its goal eventually.” This was Hawker’s words, and I assumed it meant that they’d leave further investigations to Treville PD.

	“For heaven’s sake,” Mickey muttered as I walked up to him.

	He’d also been there when Mac left, and he tried hard to look like he thought they were ridiculous. I knew that it was all fake, though, and in reality, he was happy that his best friend and surrogate sister had Mac.

	“It’s cute, Mickey,” I told him, and drawled, “Romantic.”

	He slung a strong arm around my shoulders and grinned down at me.

	“Yeah, yeah. I keep telling Mac to grow a pair and be a man, but he’s not exactly the obeying sort, is he?”

	I started laughing as I wrapped an arm around his waist, thinking about all the times I’d seen Mac and Wilder sort out their different opinions. They usually did it loudly, and this had concerned me because fighting like that was surely not healthy in a relationship, or at least, it didn’t seem like it to me. They seemed to find ways to compromise surprisingly easy, though, and since they both seemed absurdly happy, I assumed it worked for them.

	“Kit isn’t with you?” Mickey asked as we moved toward the house where a group of men had exited.

	I giggled and asked him if he really thought I’d been in my own car if Kit had been with me.

	“You know he refuses to be seen in my baby.”

	Kit was extremely picky about what car he drove, and had a bigger SUV than any of the other men, with more extras and pale beige leather seats that I always felt a bit awkward climbing up in. I’d gotten a deep frown the one time I threw a wrap from a chocolate bar on the floor, thinking that I’d grab it as I got out, so I made sure to never have anything to eat or drink in it.

	“Gotcha,” Mickey snorted, squeezed my shoulders and let go of me to walk over to the others.

	“Jinx and Dante are half an hour away, they were apparently delayed by something,” Wilder said, and echoed Mickey’s question, “Kit isn’t with you?”

	“He just called, he’s delayed too,” a lean man replied so I didn’t have to. “Hey there, sweetie,” he added and put his arm around me.

	“Carson,” I mumbled into his soft shirt, inhaling the scent of fresh air and smoke from the grill, with an undertone of a very manly perfume that I was sure he hadn’t chosen himself. 

	Carson was the kind of man who used a regular soap bar and pulled his wet hair back with his finger after a shower. The scented shower gel he’d obviously used would have been carefully selected by his partner Bo.

	“Come and help me out with the food?” Carson asked, so I put my arm around his waist, waved at the others, and went inside to spend time in my favorite place with one of my favorite men.

	As I started slicing up veggies to roast on the huge indoor grill, I wondered if part of why I kept going out with Kit was because of his father, and Bo. 

	 “Get me some sugar, sugar? Carson asked with a wink as he stirred the glaze.

	I rolled my eyes at his silly joke but went into the pantry to get what he asked for, asking if he wanted white or brown. There was no reply, and instead, I heard another deep voice. 

	“What do you want me to do with these?”

	“Huh. Looks like hunting was good?” Carson asked.

	Miller made a grunting sound that seemed affirmative, and I walked out to look at the five pheasants he’d lined up on the long worktable in the middle of Carson’s kitchen.

	I recognized Mill immediately that first night at Wilder’s ranch when they all walked into her living room. Then I’d seen Hawker and had almost dropped the tray of sandwiches I carried. The last time I’d seen that man he’d been wearing a pair of tight, red latex briefs, and I couldn’t believe they were standing there right in front of me. Neither of them recognized me from their drunken night in a strip joint on a back road in Prosper, although they wouldn’t because years had passed and I’d let my hair grow from the bleached short crop I’d had back then until the reddish, brown waves almost reached my waist. I managed to cover my confusion up credibly by pretending that I was overcome by how fantastic they looked, and I never told any of them or my girlfriends. They didn’t know about my past, and I wasn’t ready to talk about it, not even to them.

	When I saw Miller that first time, I’d been fourteen years old, and he had been so beautiful to me. His eyes had been warm, and they still were as he stood there in his brother’s kitchen, looking calmly at me with one brow slightly arched. Over the years, the memory of him had stayed with me, and I’d made up stories about what he was like. I knew it was silly, but I’d been so sure I’d never see him again, so my dreams had been an escape from reality that had felt harmless. 

	Getting to know Miller quickly made it clear that my fantasies had been quite ridiculous, although I also realized that he was a nicer man than I’d imagined. 

	I took drawing classes in the evenings and had asked Kit to bring his bird so we could draw it. When Kit canceled just a few hours before class started, I went up to Wilder’s home, hoping that someone at the ranch had a dog or even a pet bunny that I could borrow for the evening. Miller was there, and he’d been on his way home, but when he heard about my problem he asked his kite to come, and then they went with me. The other girls had been awestruck, both by the bird and the man, and there had been a lot more giggling than usual as we drew the bird. We’d shared a meal after class, Miller and me, and it had been a simple burger and fries, but I’d had such a good time. I told Kit, and he just smiled and said that it was good that his uncle had lots of free time. Miller actually had less free time than Kit, so when I wanted to find a dog for Jinx, I’d hesitated, but eventually called him. It took him less than a week to find a beautiful golden dog that looked just like what I’d described. Mill picked up the dog and brought him to me, and then we shared another meal although that had been hot dogs on the street where I lived, with a very hungry dog looking longingly at our food. 

	I tried to act casually as I looked at the pheasants Miller had brought for his brother.

	“You messed this one up a bit, didn’t you?” I said with a mischievous grin as I picked one of the birds up and wiggled it a little. “We’ll have to throw it on the grill today, but the others can hang.” I turned to Carson who was staring at me over his shoulder, and when he didn’t say anything, I frowned. “You do hang them somewhere, right?”

	He turned slowly, blinked, and said nothing at all.

	“Carson?” I pushed. “Hang. Cook. Right?”

	“Sure,” he said as a wide grin spread on his lips.

	“Do you want me to do this one?” I asked, wondering if the single glass of whiskey he’d been sipping while we cooked had gone to his head.

	“Absolutely,” he said with a smile spreading on his face.

	I moved over to the counter and started pulling off the tail feathers. Then I stretched for the filet knife and swiftly trimmed off the wings and feet, grabbed the cleaver to remove the head, and flipped the bird around. 

	“Ma would have loved you,” Carson said and peered over my shoulder as if he hadn’t seen a dead bird before.

	“Yeah?” I said and glanced over my shoulder at him.

	“She wanted a daughter so much, but that wasn’t going to happen,” he murmured.

	“Why not?” I asked, and they both started laughing.

	“There have only been sons in our family as far back as we know,” Miller chuckled. “And that’s pretty far back,” he added.

	“Ma used to grumble about it, but Da always said he’d warned her early on that hell would freeze over before we had any girls born into our family,” Carson shared.

	I laughed as I turned back to the bird. I’d skinned plenty of pheasants, so I got the skin off easily and started washing the bird in the huge double sink.

	“You’ve done that before,” Miller said calmly.

	“Where I grew up; if you shot it – you skinned it,” I replied.

	“Uh, Mary… I thought you grew up in the suburbs?” Carson asked, and I winced.

	“I grew up in many places,” I murmured.

	Then we heard another car drive up to the house, and I dried off my hands.

	“That’ll be Jinx and Dante,” I said and walked out of the kitchen, relieved that I wouldn’t have to get into all the details of my messy life.

	Jiminella Sweetwater, genius extraordinaire and one of my best friends, got out on the passenger side at the same time as her fiancée opened his door. Dante d’Augustine was a huge, blond man, with the coolest disposition of anyone I’d ever met. Nothing seemed to ruffle his feathers… except when it came to Jinx. Right then, he was frowning at her, and while she let her beautiful golden dog out, he swiftly moved to place himself between her and the road leading up to the house, as if he expected an army to invade any second. Dante had a protective streak a mile wide, and when it came to his girl, it widened to cover even more territory.

	Unlike Wilder who was uniquely equipped to take care of herself, Jinx needed it, though. She had been targeted by a group of rogue government agents and almost gotten herself killed a while back, though except for losing all memories from before she turned ten, she’d recovered fully. Hawker and his men had hunted down all the agents, and I did not want to know what they did to them although I hoped it had been painful.

	Dante put a hand on Jinx’ back, shuffling her toward the house as he scanned the area intently. She must have said something to him, although silently since they, to everyone's surprise, could speak in each other’s minds. His face gentled as his hand slid around her waist, and I guessed that he must have said something too because she blushed and their eyes met.

	Then another car sped up the driveway, stopped by the big gate, and Kit stepped out. He looked up at the sky, and I saw his bird circling. When Kit walked over to lower the beam, I knew that the bird had told him he was the last to arrive.

	Mind speaking and communicating with birds of prey seemed like something out of a fairytale, but at the same time everyone treated it as if it was normal, so I did too. In a way, I was envious of the others and their paranormal powers, though on the other hand, that kind of abilities came with great responsibility. Maybe it made me boring, but I was actually quite happy being perfectly ordinary with no magical talents of any kind.

	“Kitty-kitty-kitty!”

	Wilder and I burst out laughing when we heard Bo running through the house, squealing loudly, and then he burst through the door. He paid no attention to us as he jumped the three steps and jogged toward his step-son. Kit parked the car and got out, spreading his arms and bracing for the impact as Bo reached him.

	“You haven’t been here since forever, son,” Bo said tenderly, for once not sounding or acting like the flamboyant, gay stereotype he showed everyone most of the time.

	“I was here last week,” Kit said.

	“Bah, last week? I could have died since then,” Bo said as they stepped out of the embrace. Then he slung an arm around Kit’s shoulders and added, “I almost did, not that you care.”

	“Pricked yourself with a needle, did you?” 

	“Silly boy,” Bo replied with a grin that Kit returned affectionately. “I had the worst paper-cut ever,” he added and widened his eyes in mock horror.

	When they reached us, Kit let go of Bo and came to my side. I got up a little on my toes and raised my face, but he slid a hand softly along my arm and touched his lips briefly to my cheek.

	“Hey, Mary,” he said.

	“Hey,” I replied, and forced my lips into a happy smile.

	I remembered how Wilder had rushed into Mac’s arms, and the look Jinx and Dante shared and knew I had to talk to him. I wanted what they had and not this ridiculously middle-aged version of a relationship, and when I thought about it, Kit deserved more too. Not tonight, though. We were finally together all of us, nobody was injured, and we had no mysteries to solve or bad guys to hunt down. Tonight, we’d have a nice dinner, and just relax. I could talk to Kit when we were back in Prosper.

	Summer was almost over and the evenings were getting chilly, so we moved inside after dinner. Nobody in the group was a heavy drinker, but we’d had both beer and wine with dinner so we were all a little bit tipsy and a lot happy. Then Bo started up the music, and before long he’d pulled Jinx from the couch. Mickey turned out to be a surprisingly good dancer, and Wilder didn’t know any fancy moves, but she pranced around with such confidence it looked like she owned the dance floor. I wanted to dance too, and turned to Kit who was next to me, doing something on his phone.

	“Sweetie, put that away and come dance with me?” I asked, and nudged him.

	He took a step to the side, and his eyes left the screen for a brief glance at me, and then his fingers moved again.

	“Maybe later,” he muttered.

	“Kit, please,” I said, “The phone will be there tomorrow, why don’t you –”

	“I’m sorry, Mary, but you know I don’t like to dance anyway. I have to do just one thing…” he interrupted, and walked off.

	I stared at his back as he walked out on the back porch and raised the phone to his ear. I knew that he was working on something with a few friends, and he apparently thought this was more important than a family dinner. Then the music shifted, and a song from the backcountry by the mountains started. I smiled a little sadly because hearing it brought back bittersweet memories of a part of me I thought I’d left behind when I left home.

	With a glance at Kit, who was frowning and making an impatient gesture with his hand, I turned and started clearing some of the plates from the table. 

	“I’ll help,” Jinx said and started to gather up plates. “Is everything okay with you and Kit?” 

	“Not really,” I answered quietly.

	“Do you want to talk about it?”

	“Not really,” I repeated.

	“Okay,” she said and winked at me, “If you change your mind, then Dante is a fantastic listener.”

	I giggled, and to my surprise, so did she. Jinx had changed more than I’d realized and I wondered if I should ask her if I could come to Marshes for a visit once I’d graduated. I only had a few more weeks to go, if I got my assignments handed in on time and didn’t fail my final exams. The thought of spending part of the autumn in Marshes was so tempting and of its own accord, my mouth curved into a smile. I could easily apply for jobs from there, and a short break before I started working would be fantastic. I’d worked so hard to get my degree, and it would be great to have a decent salary, but the thought of staying in my small condo in the city didn’t exactly make me happy. Spending all my time restoring other artists’ work wasn’t something that made me happy either, although I pushed those thoughts to the back of my mind, knowing that a job like that would give me the stability I’d wanted for so long.

	Later, I could perhaps rent a small house in one of the villages close to Prosper, and commute, I though. 

	
Chapter Three

	Little Miss Homemaker

	I started putting the plates in the dishwasher and Jinx was leaning against the wall. We spoke quietly about Marshes, and I’d just asked her if I could come for a visit when the door was flung open.

	“You’re in here again?” Kit asked, and he didn’t sound happy. “You don’t have to act like you’re the maid,” he added, which made me straighten and raise my brows because it didn’t sound very nice. 

	Jinx made a choking sound, although I intervened before she started saying something that undoubtedly would be even less nice. 

	“I don’t mind Kit,” I said cheerfully, and I didn’t. It would take me five minutes to put a few plates in the dishwasher, and I was spending time with my friend at the same time, so there was no need for him to be so upset. 

	“I swear, little Miss Homemaker, half the time you act as if you wait tables for a living,” he said sourly, and since he knew well that I did just that, I thought it was rather rude of him. 

	“Careful there, son,” Carson rumbled from the door. 

	He carried the rest of the plates and one of the pans into the kitchen.

	“But Da, she does, and –”

	Kit’s voice had taken on a whiny tone, and Carson reacted immediately, interrupting him by slamming the pan down on the kitchen table loudly.

	“Boy, you’d do well to remember that I also wait tables for a living,” he barked. It wasn’t entirely true since he actually owned his own restaurant, of sorts, but it felt good to hear him defend me. Carson was in no way done scolding his son, and he sounded seriously pissed when he went on, “I thought you understood that this is what pays my bills and that helicopter I have which you all seem to regard as your private ambulance these days. I also thought I taught you to be a man and not the rude boy I have in front of me.”

	“Da…” Kit said, again in that whiny voice.

	“Son, go back to the others,” Carson muttered, pointing at the door. “Tonight we party, we can discuss this tomorrow, you and me.”

	Kit glared at his father, but since it was clear that the man was beyond unhappy, he turned and left, slamming the door as he did, which I thought was unlike him and to be honest, a little bit childish.

	 “Carson, don’t be angry with him,” I pleaded. I didn’t want them to fight, not over such a stupid thing as me clearing a few plates away, so I tried to explain, “He’s not wrong because I am a homemaker. I like doing things for you all.”

	“He doesn’t understand,” Carson sighed.

	Jinx had clearly had enough, and muttered sourly, “He’s a stupid jackass who doesn’t appreciate how you take care of everyone, Mary.”

	“Please don’t be so angry, it’s not a big deal,” I said evenly, hoping to placate Jinx and comfort Carson.

	“He’s just young, he’ll get there,” Carson said, and I could hear that he had calmed down.

	“Yes, but I’m there now, and I don’t think I can wait for him,” I heard myself say, forgetting that I was talking was Kit’s dad. His face got such a sad look that I wanted to kick myself.

	“Yeah… we’ve seen it coming, Mary,” he said. “Let him down gently, will you?”

	“You know I will,” I replied.

	Before I could say anything else, he turned and walked away.

	“Well, shit,” I muttered.

	“You’re breaking up with Kit?” Jinx asked, and continued before I could reply, “I really thought you’d be perfect together, but you’re not. You’re both such nice people, but when I see you together…” she trailed off, and I waited while she gathered her thoughts. “I don’t know how to explain, Mary. It’s like it’s almost perfect, almost right, but something is always just slightly off, which makes it not right at all.”

	“I’m such an idiot,” I mumbled because I knew exactly what she was saying much better than she did herself. “Don’t worry, I won’t talk to him tonight. I’ll wait until we’re back in Prosper.”

	“You’ll talk to him when you need to talk to him. We love you both and nothing will change that,” she said.

	“This is a novelty. Jinx Sweetwater discussing relationships and feelings,” I said, trying desperately to change the topic, and also genuinely surprised about how she expressed herself.

	“Yeah, yeah,” she grinned. “Dante is rubbing off on me.”

	I giggled at the thought of calm, cool and collected Dante pouring his heart out.

	“He does, you know,” she whispered. “Tells me he loves me every day…” she hesitated and then she lowered her voice even further. “He cried in the hospital, that day they… when I almost drowned.” I opened my mouth, but she kept talking, “That’s what I want for you.”

	“A man that cries?” I asked stupidly.

	“A man who thinks you’re his whole world,” she clarified. “I have that, and so does Wilder. I want it for you too, and if that’s not what you’ll have with Kit then end it. He’s a great guy, but if he isn’t great for you, then you should tell him to remove his toothbrush and shaving kit from your bathroom.”

	I blinked, and it took a second for me to get what she implied.

	“Um, Jinx, we don’t. I mean he doesn’t have…”

	“You’ve been dating for months, and you’re not…” she trailed off, but I knew what she meant so I shook my head. I really didn’t want to talk more about me, Kit, or his nonexistent toiletries, so I gave her a half hug, leaning my head on her strong shoulder for a second. Then I steered us back into the living room, and it was just in time to see Kit lower the volume and hear him clear his throat. Oh, crap, I thought. What now?

	“I have a thing to tell you,” he started and the way he said it got everyone’s attention.

	“Shoot,” Mac said and put his hand up in the universal sign for a pistol. He flicked his thumb, and added, “Boom.”

	Olly burst out laughing, and Wilder started giggling, but Hawker leaned over and slapped Mac at the back of his head.

	“Boy. Get a grip,” he rumbled, although his mouth curved and the skin around his eyes crinkled a little.

	“Can we be serious please?” Kit asked without even smiling a little at their antics.

	I wondered what the hell he was doing, talking about serious stuff when we were having a party.

	“I’m starting a company,” he announced and brows went up all around the room.

	“Okay,” Hawker said finally.

	“We’ve been working on it for a while, two of my buddies from the army and I. We’ll do security, mostly technical solutions, though we’ll tailor what we do to our clients, so it’ll probably be surveillance and some personal protection too.”

	There was a long silence, and when it stretched out into the uncomfortable zone I thought someone needed to say something, so I murmured, “Personal protection?”

	“Bodyguards,” Miller said quietly, and I smiled at him.

	I’d understood that, and he seemed to know it because he smiled back at me and winked. Kit acted as if he hadn’t heard, and went on to explain their set up, and the clients they already started contract negotiations with. My brows went up again then because I recognized some of the names, both from government circles and the entertainment business.

	“That sounds pretty high profile,” Hawker said slowly.

	“I won’t use the bird, Hawker. I won’t risk anything, and you’ll still be able to count on me. I’ll just need to plan a little, that’s all.”

	“Huh,” Hawker grunted, and that monosyllabic response communicated clearly how he felt about the whole plan.

	“What’s wrong with wanting to make my own mark?” Kit asked angrily, immediately going on the defense. “You’re all successful,” he added and looked around the room. 

	“Nothing wrong with that, son,” Carson said calmly, and added, “Just make sure your ambitions don’t have a too high price tag.”

	“What?” Kit snapped sourly.

	“Success makes you do things,” Bo cut in. “When I started up Crazy’s, I went to bed with many I wouldn’t touch with a purple spatula today.”

	When he mentioned his successful department stores, and what he’d apparently done to get them started, Kit’s eyes widened, which pissed Bo off.

	“Figuratively, son,” he barked angrily. “Get your mind out of the gutter.”

	“I’m not all that successful, though. At least not in the way you mean,” Miller drawled, and Bo leaned back in his chair again.

	“Neither am I,” said Mac.

	 They were right, in a way, although being veterinarians and secret vigilantes, with what appeared like no financial problems whatsoever seemed successful enough to me.

	“You could be if you wanted to,” Kit said immediately. 

	“Fair enough,” Miller conceded after a short pause. “Guess neither of us wants it.”

	“At all,” Mac added lazily, but that set Kit off in a way that changed the atmosphere in the room from tense to ugly.

	“That’s easy to say when you have a huge ranch as your playground,” he snapped at Mac.

	“Excuse me?” Wilder barked, and Hawker straightened.

	Mac didn’t move, and the stone cold look on his usually so happy face was frightening. Nobody moved except Carson who slowly put his hand on top of Bo’s and squeezed.

	“What did you just say to me?” Mac rumbled.

	Kit seemed to finally understand what his mouth had blurted out and took a small step back.

	“Shit. I didn’t mean it the way it sounded, Mac,” he muttered.

	“Care to explain exactly what you meant?” Mac asked.

	Then he suddenly got up and started toward Kit, and the whole room exploded in a flurry of movements and loud voices. Hawker moved to stand next to Mac, and so did Wilder. Carson put himself next to his son, both Dante and Jinx tried to get everyone to back away from each other, and Bo started moving toward Kit. Then Hawker took a step forward.

	“Get out,” he said, and when it seemed like Kit was about to protest, he calmly moved Carson to the side, and started pushing Kit backward. “You’re saying things you don’t mean, and you know it. Now you will step outside and calm down. If you feel like apologizing, then come back in again. If you can’t do that and do it honestly, then get in your car and drive away for a while. We’ll clear out, and that’ll be that.”

	“What?” Kit breathed.

	“You stepped way over a line just now. Deal with it like a man, buddy,” Olly said from the side, calmly but not in any way friendly.

	I suddenly noticed how he clenched his hands so hard his knuckles were white and realized that his calm demeanor was only a thin veneer. Jinx must have seen it too because she moved to Olly’s side and took one of his hands in his.

	“Go,” she said to Kit, and that single word was so full of disdain Kit reared back.

	Then Jinx pulled Olly with her toward the back porch. After a few seconds of uncomfortable silence, Bo put a hand on his stepson's shoulder and turned him toward the front door.

	“Olly wasn’t wrong, son,” he said with so much sadness in his voice I felt like crying.

	When Kit had left, we stood there, shell-shocked. This was all wrong, I thought. They were a unit, a family, and we’d had such a good time, laughing and dancing.

	“He was wrong to say what he did,” I said and squeezed Mac’s arm until he looked at me. “He didn’t mean it, and he will apologize,” I added.

	“The little weasel,” Mac growled.

	“I know, honey,” I said. “But you will have to forgive him when he apologizes. You all know where this is coming from. You all know that Kit always felt like the least crucial member of your group.”

	“What the hell are you talking about?” Hawker barked and glared angrily at me, but this was important, so I straightened my back and glared right back.

	“You and Miller are the leaders, Wilder is next in line, Mac’s the sniper and Olly is known as the friggin’ Reaper of all things,” I snapped. “And Kit is good at the technical stuff, but certainly not as good as you,” I said and pointed at Jinx, before concluding, “And most of the time not even as good as Byrd who was a damned army intelligence General.”

	They all stared at me, and I didn’t know what else to say to make them understand. Then Carson walked over and put an arm around me, pulling me close to his side.

	“Thank you for seeing that, and for telling them,” he murmured in my ear.

	“I’ll go outside and talk to him,” I said.

	“Let him down gently,” Carson murmured.

	I hadn’t exactly planned to add to Kit’s difficulties by breaking up with him, although I wasn’t going to discuss that in front of everyone, so I moved toward the door instead. As I left the room, I snapped at Wilder over my shoulder, “Get everyone to calm the hell down while I’m gone.”

	Kit sat on the steps leading down to the parking lot in front of the house, and I sat down next to him.

	“I expected you to support me,” he said calmly.

	I actually had, but he didn’t know that, and if he thought I’d condone his incredibly offensive comment that Mac was living off Wilder’s money, he needed to think again.

	“What are you going to do?” I asked.

	“Apologize,” he said immediately, and I exhaled.

	“Good,” I murmured.

	“I can’t believe I said that, and right now, I have no words to erase it. I don’t think for a second that Mac is…” He was silent for a while, and then he muttered, “Crap.”

	“Yeah,” I said.

	“I’ll make this right,” he said. “Don’t know how, but I will.”

	“Yeah,” I repeated.

	“It’ll all be great once we start up the business, you’ll see,” he continued. “We’ll travel all over, and with the high-profile clients the boys and I are getting onboard, we’ll be invited to every event worth going to in Prosper. It’ll be sparkling wine and designer clothes all the time for us, Mary.”

	I turned my head slowly to look at him, and my heart sank, but he didn’t look at me when he continued to describe a life I had no desire at all to live.

	“Kit,” I interrupted him quietly, understanding what Carson had meant. He’d realized exactly what Kit aimed to get, and he knew me well enough to know that I wouldn’t want it.

	“What?” Kit said and turned to me, finally. “What’s wrong?” he asked when he saw my face.

	“Don’t you know me, even a little?” I asked, and when he kept looking at me, I laid it out. “I’m a small-town girl, Kit. I like backyard barbecues and gatherings with people I know and care about. I like to dance to back-country music, and you called me a homemaker before…” I trailed off, and he made a sound, so I raised my hand a little. “You meant it as an insult, but I didn’t take it as one.”

	“Mary,” he started.

	“This won’t work, Kit, and I think you know that,” I said gently.

	He clenched his jaws and turned away from me, staring straight ahead into the dark night. I remained silent, letting both him and me think things through.

	“Well, shit,” he whispered.

	“You don’t love me,” I said.

	“I could,” he replied immediately.

	“Maybe,” I said, “but right now it’s the picture of me that you dream about. You need to open your eyes Kit, and see who I really am.”

	When he didn’t reply, I squeezed his arm until he turned to me.

	“You need to see the real me,” I said.

	Our gazes held and then he sighed.

	“Yeah,” he said.

	“I still have my things in my car, so when you’ve said what you need to say, just tell the others that I’ve left, will you?” I said.

	“You don’t have to go,” he protested. “It’s late, and you’ve been drinking, Mary. You can stay here.”

	“I only had a couple of beers, and that was a while ago,” I told him. “I’m good to drive.” 

	At least, I thought I was, and I was absolutely not going to stay. Kit must have seen that in my eyes because he got to his feet, pulling me with him and into his arms. We stood there in silence for a long time, and then he walked inside without saying a word.

	I sat down again and stared at the night just as Kit had done. I tried to feel sad about what had just happened, but I mostly felt relief that it was over. Then I got up and walked to my car.

	“Hey,” a voice said out of the darkness as I was about to open the door. “You’re leaving.”

	“Yes,” I replied as Miller stepped out of the shadows.

	“Carson sent me out here to make sure you’re okay,” he said quietly.

	“I’m good,” I said.

	 I knew I had to explain why I was leaving and cursed Carson for sending someone to check on me. 

	“I’m good,” I repeated, and added, “Go inside and take care of your family, Miller.”

	“They can take care of themselves,” he replied and put his hand on the door, effectively blocking me from opening it. “Why are you leaving?” he asked.

	“It’s better,” I said vaguely.

	“Ah,” he murmured. 

	“Tell your brother I’m sorry,” I said.

	“Carson’s gets it, and Boz will understand too.”

	“Yeah, they’re great. Will you tell them that I liked being with them so much?” I asked.

	“No need to stop.”

	“But –” 

	He interrupted me immediately, “They don’t like you because of Kit, little girl. They like you because of you.”

	He’d called me a little girl, a nickname he used often and one I normally thought was cute. This time it annoyed me for no reason at all, and I pulled at the door until he let go.

	“You’re going home?” he asked.

	“Yeah,” I said, got into my car and drove off.

	With the lights from the front porch behind him, Miller was just a dark silhouette, and I watched him until the road turned. When I got to the crossroads, I stopped even though the road was dark and empty. Then I leaned my forehead on the steering wheel and thought about what I’d just done. It hadn’t felt good to hurt Kit, but it had been the right thing to do, and I knew he wasn’t in love with me any more than I was in love with him. He hadn’t seemed terribly upset, so maybe we could just go back to being friends again.

	My mind drifted as I sat there, thinking about my life, and then I accepted what I’d known deep down for a long time. I wouldn’t apply for jobs in any of the museums or art galleries. I hated the idea and would never be happy doing that kind of work. I had struggled for so long, but I could be a waitress a bit longer. Things would be easier without the fees for my classes, and there had to be another way to make money from my art. I’d already made a few replicas for insurance purposes, and I could perhaps do some illustrations, I thought. If things didn’t turn weird because I’d broken up with Kit, I could perhaps ask Bo, he was always full of ideas.

	Yes, I thought. I’d restarted my life several times before so I could do it one more time. I’d find a way.

	Then I took a deep breath and turned the car toward Prosper, feeling lighter and happier than I had in a long time. I slowed down when I passed through a small village, and when I saw an old lady waving at me on the side of the road, I slowed down even further and rolled down my window.

	“Can I help you?” I asked.

	“My car is over there, and it won’t start,” she said and pointed toward a dark gas station just ahead. A small gray car stood there with the front door open, and I sighed. I really didn’t want to deal with some random old woman’s problems right then, but not helping her would be rude, so I rolled forward until I was parked just next to her car, and got out.

	As I approached her car, I noticed her hands, and how big they were. Then everything went black.

	
Chapter Four

	Don’t do it

	 The pounding in my head woke me up, and my first thought was that I was sick. Then I moved and felt the rough concrete floor scrape my cheek, and I knew that something was horribly wrong. It was dark though somehow not the pitch-black darkness of night, but instead, a dark gray that made me wonder what time it was. I still had my wide, pale pink top on, and the cute, beige capri pants. My feet were bare, and my long silver earrings had been removed.

	 “Hello?” I said.

	The word seemed to dissolve in the darkness, and no one answered. I called out again, slightly louder, but nothing happened. Nobody answered. 

	Fear swept through me, my head hurt, and I was feeling nauseous as I got to my feet and tried to find a way out of the gray bubble I was caught in, using my hands to feel my way around. The walls were made of concrete too, and the rough surface scraped my fingertips softly as I slid my hands over it. High up on one of the walls were three round openings. They were small, and I couldn’t see outside, though a little light seemed to come through them, and it softened the darkness. The room was small, maybe seven or eight feet on each side, and on one of the walls I felt what I thought was a door, but there was no handle on it. I pounded my fists on the metal surface and started calling out for someone to come, for someone to help me, but nobody answered.

	 After a while, I sat down again, leaning my back against the wall. Nothing made sense, and I pulled my knees up toward my chest and hugged my legs as I tried to figure out what had happened. Someone had kidnapped me, but why? I was a nobody. I had no money so they wouldn’t get a ransom, and there was nothing to gain from locking me up in this awful little cell. It took a while to figure it out, and I must have been reeling from the after effects from the drug they used to take me away because I should have known instantly.

	Wilder. Jinx. Hawker, the birds, their group. Of course, it had to be related to one of them. Wilder’s step-father had schemed to obtain the crystal they found in the mountains, the one that they’d thought harnessed energy that he could somehow use. Perhaps it had something to do with that, even though Jinx had determined that the stone was useless for that purpose. Jinx herself could be the reason too, I thought. Dante was guarding her ferociously, though, and so did everyone in Marshes, so she’d be difficult to capture, but I had been an easy target. If they threatened to hurt me, Jinx’ enormous loyalty would perhaps make her do things, or give them information she normally wouldn’t willingly part from. Though, she had no memories of whatever they wanted to know since she got hit on her head by a log when she fled into the river. Maybe someone knew about the connection Hawker and the group had to their birds?

	I jumped and gave up a strangled scream when a small hatch at the bottom of the door was pulled to the side with a scraping sound. There was a soft, dim light outside and a tray was pushed into my room. I got a swift look at the plate on it, and the water bottle next to the plate. Then the hatch was pulled shut again. I started calling out to whoever had pushed the food into my cell, but there were no sounds. When nobody responded, I stopped screaming and listened. I heard nothing. No voices, not even footsteps. Just silence.

	The food was awful, but I ate it and drank all the water. It was getting colder, and I huddled in a corner, curled up in a ball and wrapping my arms around my legs. It reminded me of the nights I’d spent sleeping outside, and quietly, softly, I started crying. 

	I sat there for a long time, sobbing and gasping for air. Praying for someone to save me, pleading with a God I didn’t quite believe in to help me.

	Then things got worse.

	Slowly, water started to fill the floor. I felt it on my right side first and stretched my hand out only to yank it back when it touched the cold water. When the floor was completely wet, I got up and started to feel my way around the room again, although this time along the bottom of the walls. There was a pipe leading into the room, and through it, water slowly poured. I pulled off my pants, bunched them up and tried to stem the flow. At first, it seemed like it would work, but when the pants were soaked, the pressure from the water pushed them into the room. It didn’t matter how hard I tried to push them back in, the water kept coming, and after a while, I stopped trying, and stood up and tried to think of something to do. I didn’t know how high the water would rise and hoped it wouldn’t fill the room.

	It felt like it went on forever, but when the water reached my knees, it seemed to slow down, and then it started receding, just as slowly as it had started. I sat down again when the floor on one side of the room was clear of water, pushing my hair out of my face and trying hard to breathe slowly. I wondered what had just happened, and then I reached out, dipped my fingers in the water and licked on them. And I knew.

	The water was salty, which meant that I was kept in a room somewhere by the open sea, and it had pushed into my cell because it had been high tide. This meant that it would happen again, but it also meant that I could keep track if time, I thought. Then I curled up in my corner and waited. I cried a little as I sat there, shivering from the cold, but after a while, I fell into a fitful sleep.

	I woke up when the hatch was pulled to the side and another tray was pushed into my cell. I screamed at whoever had been on the other side of the door to let me out and to talk to me. My shouts were again met by a complete silence. Then I ate the gruel they’d given me and drank all the water. The tide came in, and I stood pressed against the wall, waiting for it to pass and trying to determine how long time it took for the water to flow, and ebb. Jinx would have known exactly, and would probably have found a way to use it to her advantage, but I’d grown up on the plains, close to the mountains, so I didn’t. I wasn’t even sure if I counted the seconds and minutes right, but it was something to focus on to keep the panic from spreading through me. Then I crouched down again, wept, and slept.

	The tide had risen five times when the door was suddenly thrown open and bright light flowed into the room. It hurt my eyes, so I closed them, and then rough hands pulled a hood over my head. They pulled me to my feet, and we started walking, although they had to hold me up because my legs didn’t seem to carry me. 

	“Jesus, she stinks,” one of the men grunted.

	I did. How could I not stink after more than two days in that small cell, I wondered. I’d had to relieve myself, and had washed off as the tide rose, but the water was muddy and smelly, so it didn’t help much. 

	“Please,” I said, not sure what I was asking for, and then I was jostled to the side and pushed to sit down on a chair.

	“We’ll record a little message for your friends,” a man said. 

	“Water,” I croaked. “Please, can I have some water, I can’t survive on one bottle each day.”

	There was a silence, but then someone made a low grunting sound and a plastic bottle was pushed into my hand. I could see through the bottom of the hood, and there was a small red tattoo on the hand that gave me the water, but I didn’t care. I screwed the top off the bottle with hands that were shaking and tried to nudge the hood away so I could get the opening to my mouth. There was another grunting sound, then bright light flooded the room and the hood was pulled off.

	My eyes burned, so I closed them and drank the water. Someone was standing behind me, and he growled quietly, “You’ll tell them what day it is, and ask them to do what we tell them.”

	“I don’t know what day it is,” I whispered.

	He moved to the side and I saw the black baklava covering his face before he swiftly slapped me across the cheek. Then he shuffled some papers around and pulled out a newspaper.

	“Hold this up,” he said, but I stared through my tears on the sheets of paper on the table, right in front of me. 

	There was a list of names, and my gut clenched as I read it.

	 

	Johns

	Mackenzie

	Keeghan

	Harper

	Black

	 

	The five families in Norton who had the paranormal abilities. In these families, there was a child in each generation who had the paranormal ability to communicate with a bird of prey. Hawker and Wilder from the Johns family, Mac was a Mackenzie, and Miller and Kit were Keeghans. Byrd and Olly were from the Harpers and Snow was the only remaining Black.

	A weird sobbing sound made its way up my throat, and I couldn’t stop it.

	“Yeah, we know all your friends, and we’ll take them down one after the other, even if they’re stupid enough to try to cooperate with us,” a voice sneered from behind the bright lamp that was aimed at my face.

	There was something oddly familiar with that voice, but before I could figure out what it was, the man next to me pushed the papers away, and hissed, “Shut up and put that away.”

	“Let’s start,” someone growled, and then the newspaper was pushed into my hand. 

	I had been right, more than two days had passed, and as I held the paper up in front of me, I tried to push back thoughts about my friends and how they would worry. I had to plan.

	“Ready,” a new voice murmured, and I turned a little which earned me a hard shove that almost pushed me out of the chair. 

	“We have something you want,” the man beside me started, and went on, “You have something we want. There’s a note for you in the mailbox at the fag’s store, just follow the instructions and we’ll do a swap.” Then he pushed me again, and grunted, “Talk.”

	 I murmured the date, and held up the paper, refusing to say anything else. There was a long silence, and then the man pushed me again. I dropped the newspaper on the floor and used my hands to steady myself. Then I looked straight into the black void where I hoped the camera was.

	“Don’t do it,” I said, clearly and in the strongest voice I could muster.

	The man punched me straight in the face then, and the slap I got before had been nothing compared to the sharp pain that exploded in my head.

	“Don’t do it,” I repeated when I’d caught my breath.

	He hit me again.

	“Give us the stone from the mountains or things will get worse,” he growled. 

	“It isn’t worth it,” I rasped out. “It isn’t, Jiminella,” I rushed on. Then I raised a hand and pulled it over my wet hair as if to push it back, and said succinctly, “It isn’t, Sweetwater.”

	I spoke slowly, so the brief pause I made in the middle of Jinx’ name was barely there, but I hoped that they’d notice and my uncharacteristic use of her last name would tell them that they should listen. 

	When he took hold of my hair to pull my head back, I glared at him. All I could see was his eyes, and the blueish gray gaze was furious. He shook my head a little, but let go of my hair again. I felt blood running from my nose, so I wiped it off with the back of my hand and took a deep breath through the throbbing from my eyes and swelling lip.

	“Don’t do it,” I said and stared right forward. 

	The man roared, and in the corner of my eyes, I saw his fist coming toward me. Then everything went black.

	I woke up when I inhaled water and realized that they’d brought me back to my room and that the tide was coming. Everything hurt and I moaned as I got up and tried to stand. My legs gave out under me immediately, and I tried again. Then I crouched by the wall, and let the tide wash over me. The water was cold, and my teeth clattered as I sat there and waited for it to ebb away. Then I sank down on the floor, and everything went black again.

	They gave me food once a day, but I drifted in and out of consciousness and sleep, so sometimes I didn’t get to it until it was cold, although I ate it anyway. A few days I missed it, and had to wade through the water to find the tray, and grab the water. They gave me two bottles since that day they filmed the message, and I hoped that this meant they wanted me alive. After a few days, I lost count of the tides, so I stopped trying to figure out how much time had passed and it didn’t matter anyway. There was nothing I could do but try my best to survive, so I focused on that. Everything was blurry, though, and I thought I had a fever, but I kept breathing and refused to give up. They would come for me, I told myself. Wilder would never give up, Jinx was so clever, and they had their birds to help them look for me. “They just need some time,” I murmured to myself repeatedly. Our country was small, although if they had to send their birds out to look for me without even knowing where to start, it was big enough to take a lot of time before they found me. If they understood that I told them I was by the salt water, they would start looking along the coast and around the islands, and they wouldn’t see me, but I hoped they would spot the men moving around. There had been at least four men in the room with me, and I thought I’d heard more in the background, so the birds would surely see them and report back. 

	The hours I was awake, I mostly spent thinking about my life. It had started out good, but that hadn’t lasted. I’d been crushed and destroyed more than once, and I’d never let it break me. Even when everything had been really, really bad, I’d never let life defeat me. I promised myself that I wouldn’t give up this time either, so when the walls seemed to be closing in, and my breath hitched in my throat, I pushed the tears back and made myself think about the good things. And there had been plenty of good things too, through it all. Maybe it wasn’t the kind of good Kit was aiming for, but to me, it was the kind that meant something, and I thought about it as I lay there in a darkness that shifted from pitch-black to soft gray and back again. 

	There was the smile in the eyes of someone who loved me and learning to dance with my family on a back porch. My mother’s soft caress across my cheek, shooting my first buck, and the wild laughter from three young boys. Pride when I got accepted into Uni… Wilder and Jinx, and all the fun we’d had. And through it all, a pair of warm, gentle eyes full of strength and laughter.

	I hadn’t told my friends what had happened to me in the past, and as I lay there thinking about it all, I knew that when they had gotten me out of the awful place I was in, I would try. Maybe I could talk about it, finally? I wasn’t ready to go home again, and the thought of what I’d left behind hurt, but I could start talking to my friends about it and maybe that wouldn’t be so bad.

	The door was suddenly flung open, and I scooted backward until my back was pressed against the wall. I kept my eyes shut because the bright light hurt, and then a voice growled from the door.

	“Here’s what happens when you don’t follow instructions. You have one more chance.”

	There was something about the voice that made me open my eyes as swift steps moved into the room. Before my eyes had adjusted to the sudden light, I felt his boot slam into my belly, and when I realized what it meant, I almost smiled. Hawker hadn’t given in. They hadn’t tried to swap the crystal for me. They’d done what I asked them, so maybe that meant they’d understood my message. That thought gave me a glimmer of hope, and I wheezed out a low, “Don’t do it.” 

	Then there was darkness again, and I was back to the rhythm of drifting into sleep, trying to crouch so the tide wouldn’t go above my head, and sleeping. Time stopped existing, and I could have been there for a week, two, or just a few days, when I suddenly heard a soft sound. I didn’t move and didn’t open my eyes.

	“Hello,” I murmured after a while.

	I didn’t expect a reply, and I didn’t get one, but there was suddenly a soft buzzing and I felt a faint shift in the stale air, just in front of me. I opened my eyes, and through the soft gray, I thought I saw movement so I stretched my hand out and suddenly I felt a swift sweep of wings over my fingers. My heart soared when I realized what it was.

	It was a dragonfly.

	I had thought about the birds, known they wouldn’t find me, but I’d forgotten about Sloane and what Hawker affectionately called her army of insects. She couldn’t communicate with the birds, but she spoke to butterflies and dragonflies, and I didn’t know if this was one of her friends, though it seemed too much of a coincidence that it had made its way through the small openings and into my room, so I hoped that it was.

	“I’m Mary,” I whispered, but my voice was only a hoarse croak, and then I started coughing, so it took a while until I spoke again. “Tell Hawker and the others they need to come,” I wheezed out.

	The buzzing shifted, and a soft whisper of wings swept across my cheek. Then it moved away, and I hoped it was toward the openings leading out from the room. I stared into the darkness until the sound had disappeared completely and then I leaned back, exhaling through a wide smile. It was the first moment of happiness since I’d stood with Jinx in Carson’s kitchen, loading plates in the dishwasher. It felt like a lifetime ago but it also felt good, so when darkness closed in and I slipped down to my side and into unconsciousness again, I did it with that smile on my lips.

	I had no doubt in my mind that help was already on its way.

	
Chapter Five

	Rescued

	There was one more tide, and I stood up through it for the first time in days. Hope gave me strength and I had to lean on the wall to support my shivering knees, but I pressed my lips together and focused on breathing shallowly so I wouldn’t start coughing, counting every second until the water disappeared. Then I sat down and waited.

	They didn’t disappoint me. 

	The door was thrown open with a loud crash, and light flowed into the room, although I’d been half asleep and couldn’t stop myself from screaming and scooting deeper into the corner.

	“In here!” I heard a male voice shouting, and I screamed again as I pressed my back against the wall.

	“Don’t touch me,” I sobbed hoarsely.

	Another shadow appeared in the door, and even though I recognized the huge shape, my mind was still reeling from the sudden onslaught of light and noise, and I couldn’t get it to cooperate.

	“Don’t hurt me,” I whispered.

	Olly froze, and I heard Kit shouting for Wilder to come, but my eyes had locked with Olly’s. His face was a frightening mask of rage, but I knew it wasn’t aimed at me so I found it oddly comforting and started to unclench my fists. Then he suddenly made a strange guttural sound, turned around abruptly and disappeared. A loud roar echoed from the outside, raw and filled with pain, vibrating between the walls in my small cell. It sounded like a wounded animal, and then a few shots suddenly went off. The shouting I’d vaguely registered changed into high-pitched, piercing screams.

	“Jesus, hold him back!” I heard Hawker shout, and then he ordered sharply, “Mac, d’Augustine, get control of him.”

	Suddenly, Wilder was there, walking slowly toward me.

	“Let’s get you out of here, sweetie,” she murmured.

	“Wilder,” I whispered.

	“That’s me,” she replied calmly, and when I stretched my shivering hand up toward her, she took hold of it. 

	“You came,” I said, and tried to smile.

	She made a strange sobbing sound, collected herself, and leaned down to help me to my feet. We stumbled out of the small cell, through a short corridor, up a few steps, and straight into mayhem. There were men all over, although most were on the ground, and they were bleeding from what looked like multiple knife wounds. A few of them lay in strange angles, and some were clutching their wounds and moaning. Hawker and Miller were fighting side by side, pushing two men into a corner, and Kit was in the process of cuffing another one.

	A muffled roar echoed again, and I jerked around. Olly was held back by Dante who had wrapped his arms under Olly’s and then twisted them around to lock his hands behind Olly’s neck. They were about the same size, and Dante was struggling. Olly had knives in both his hands, and I realized who would have done the damage to the men on the floor. Mac was standing in front of them with his hands pressed to Olly’s chest, murmuring something I couldn’t hear.

	I must have made a sound because they stilled, and turned. I locked eyes with Olly, and then I whimpered because he wasn’t there. His eyes were normally so gentle, but the almost black, bottomless pits of endless fury were blank. Empty. Then suddenly, something flashed in them, and he stopped struggling. 

	“You’re back?” Mac murmured.

	“Yeah,” Olly grunted.

	Dante slowly let go of him and picked the knives out of his hands. Olly breathed deeply and took a step toward me. I flinched and pressed back toward Wilder, which made him stop moving immediately.

	“Dad,” Wilder called out, struggling to hold me up. “We have to go.”

	Hawker kept pushing the men backward, but Miller turned, and our eyes met. It looked like he hadn’t slept in days and his eyes were hard, though they softened as we stared at each other through the awful scene surrounding us. His lips were moving, but I couldn’t hear what he said through the buzzing in my ears, and then he moved toward me with long steps, picking me up just as my legs gave out under me. I burrowed my face in the curve between his neck and shoulder and started crying silently. He must have felt it because his hold tightened. 

	“Don’t be afraid, little girl,” he murmured as he started walking. “No one will hurt you now.”

	“Miller,” I whispered, but no sound came out, so it was just a movement of my lips against his neck. Then I started coughing. 

	The sun was high in a ridiculously blue sky, and there was only a faint wind. Miller raised his head, and I saw his kite sweeping down toward us.

	“Get word to Carson, he needs to come here now,” Miller murmured out loud, and the kite made a chirping sound. 

	They didn’t have to make any sounds at all, so I guessed they did it for me.

	“Thank you,” I rasped, and the kite chirped again.

	Then Miller walked away from the building and toward an open area. There were a few large rocks to the side and without letting go of me, he sat down, leaned at one of them and cradled me deeper in his arms.

	“I smell,” I murmured, and tried to move away.

	“Shh,” he said and held me tighter. “Carson will be here soon. We’ll get you to the hospital.”

	“Is Olly okay?” I asked.

	“He will be.”

	We sat in silence for a while and then I heard the helicopter. Hawker and Dante walked out of the building at the same time, scanned the area, and walked over to where we sat. They both crouched down and looked at me. I tried to smile, although it must have looked pathetic because I felt my mouth wobble a little. Dante made a soft, soothing sound and Hawker put a rough hand gently on my cheek.

	“Mary,” he said, and flinched as his thumb slowly swept over the bruises under my eye.

	“I knew you’d come,” I whispered. “Don’t worry about me. You got me out of that place like I knew you would.”

	He made a small huffing sound, and then his mouth curved slightly.

	“Resilient,” he murmured.

	“Yeah,” Miller sighed. “You’ll clean up here?” he asked.

	“Yeah,” Hawker said and turned his eyes toward the chopper which was almost on the ground. “Get her to the hospital.”

	“Twin City is closest. We’ll take her to Corriente Medical,” Miller said and turned to Dante, “Jinx needs to get up there as fast as possible.”

	“She’s already on her way,” Dante said calmly. “I got word to her via Snow as soon as we found this place, and she guessed you’d take Mary up there. Danny is with her, and Jamieson is in another chopper on his way from Prosper.”

	“Good,” Miller said as he shifted and got up on his feet.

	I heard sounds of running feet, and when I turned my head, I saw Carson. He slowed down but didn’t stop until he was right next to us. His hands moved gently over my face, and then he turned to Hawker. 

	“They’d better all be dead, Hawk,” he growled.

	“Some are,” Hawker said evenly. “The ones that got away will be.” 

	I blinked. They couldn’t just kill a bunch of men, could they? Wouldn’t they get in trouble with the law? Then I remembered what Miller had asked so calmly. He’d asked if they’d clean up, and I thought I understood what he’d meant.

	Before I got a chance to say anything, Carson nodded abruptly, caressed my cheek again, and murmured, “Let’s get you to a doctor, sweetie.”

	His voice had gentled again, and the hard look on his face disappeared. Suddenly it all crashed down on me, and I started crying. Miller made a strangled sound and then we were moving. 

	I calmed down when we were in the air, but the sound from the chopper drowned out any possibility to talk, and my mind felt completely blank anyway so I held on to Miller and focused on pulling in shallow breaths. Miller didn’t say anything either and just held me in his arms. Carson had wanted to strap me in, but Mill just grunted and told him, “You’ll have to fly safely, brother, because we’re not tying her up, not in a seat and absolutely not on the stretcher.”

	Jinx was at the helicopter pad when we landed, and so was Jamie, her doctor friend from Prosper General Hospital.

	“Thanks, guys,” Jinx called out as Jamie pushed me onto a stretcher and started to roll me away.

	I twisted my head around and looked at the two men standing there, watching us.

	“Stop,” I said urgently, and when they kept moving me, I raised my voice, “Jinx, stop!”

	She didn’t question me and immediately grabbed the bed, halting our movement surprisingly quickly. I got up and walked on shaky legs back toward the helicopter. Miller met me half way, and I looked up at him.

	“Thank you,” I said, and added, “Tell the others that too.”

	“Mary, please,” he muttered. “Why would you thank us. We’re the reason you were in that place to start with.”

	“Maybe,” I admitted. “They had a list with all your names. Johns, Mac, Keeghan, Harper and Black. They said…” my voice hitched but I swallowed and went on, “They said that they would kill you all, one after the other, even if you were stupid enough to try swapping me. That’s why I told you not to do it. It was because it wouldn’t be worth anything, and they’d kill me, and they’d kill all of you anyway. So, I wasn’t brave at all, it was just that –”

	My voice sounded weird, and I stopped talking and just stared at his angry eyes. Then I admitted quietly. “It was horrible, and I hoped that you and the others would come, but I didn’t know. I kept telling myself to be brave, but I wasn’t, Mill,” I told him, and my voice broke as I spoke. “The tide kept coming in, and it was cold and frightening, and I thought I would drown so many times when I didn’t wake up in time and inhaled the awful muddy water –”

	“Shh,” he murmured and pulled me into his arms. 

	I leaned my forehead on his chest and tried to calm down. 

	“I’m sorry,” I sniffled. “I don’t know why I… I’ll go now,” I added and moved, but he held me tighter and leaned down until his beard scraped my cheek.

	“Mary, don’t,” he murmured. “You were brave, and we all saw it. They sent that video, and we –” He cut himself off and took a deep breath. “Jesus, honey, I thought I’d die,” he whispered, “And so did the others. Then Jinx understood your message, and we moved the search to the coast. We weren’t far away when Wilder’s hawk got the message from the dragonflies.”

	I leaned back to look at him, and then he smiled gently.

	“You need to go and get checked out, Mary.”

	He was right, I had to go because my knees had started trembling again and my head was spinning. Miller noticed and just as he had in the place where they’d kept me, he picked me up as my legs gave out under me. When he put me on the stretcher, I opened my eyes and forced my mouth to smile.

	“Tell the others I’m grateful you came for me?” I asked.

	“Of course,” he answered, and then they rolled me away.

	 

	***

	 

	I spent the next days in a drug-induced blur. There was nothing seriously wrong with me according to the doctors, except that I had a high fever from having pneumonia, so they pumped me full of drugs, and I slept most of the time. I also had shallow cuts and scrapes from the concrete floor, was dehydrated, and had lost a lot of weight. Since I was thin already before, it looked awful, and I cried the first time I saw myself in a mirror. My ribs were sticking out, my cheeks were hollow, and I had dark circles under my eyes. 

	When the fever went down, they took me off the drugs but decided to keep me a few days longer to make sure I recovered. I managed well during the days, and they sent someone that I thought was a psychologist, or whatever, to talk to me, but she had hard eyes, and I didn’t want to tell her about what I’d been through, so I lied and told her that I felt fine. I didn’t, though, and that was mostly since I couldn’t stand the nights.

	I kept the light on, but one of the nurses found out and asked me about it. Since I didn’t want to see the shrink again, I said that I’d forgotten it, and dutifully turned it off each evening. Then I spent the nights sitting in a chair by the window, looking out at the night. There were lights on outside, and I kept the window open so I could smell the fresh air, although I didn’t sleep much.

	Jinx was there every day, and Wilder came to see me once, but none of the others visited. I told my girlfriends everything that had happened, slowly and carefully so that I wouldn’t forget any details. I remembered a few letters from the license plate on the old lady’s car, the small red tattoo in the shape of a snake on the hand of the man who had given me water before they filmed their message, the color of his eyes. I also told them about the list I’d seen, though they’d heard about that from Miller already and shared with me that Hawker had punched a hole in a wall and then started pulling all strings he had to find out who was behind this. Then Jinx started asking about all kinds of details, such as the brand of the water, what food I’d been given, or if I’d seen the plates or the trays. I couldn’t answer most of her questions, and eventually, they ran out of things to ask.

	“Dante is interrogating them, Mary,” Jinx said calmly. “I’ll let him know, and he’ll get more information out of them. Once we find that toad, we’ll know even more.”

	“What toad?” I asked.

	“Francesco Fratinelli. My ex-father's horrible cousin,” Wilder said sourly, and added, “It was his house you were in. He inherited it from my step-father, although it looked like they’d rebuilt it a lot, and recently.”

	“I heard him,” I said slowly. “Someone was there when they filmed the message, and he spoke with a southern dialect. It could have been him.”

	I wasn’t sure about the other voice I’d recognized when the man had kicked me, although it had all been blurry at that stage so I could have been wrong. Jinx assured me they were running the videos through her voice recognition programs and they’d figure it out. Then we talked some more about the house, but since I’d been kept in the small room in the basement, I really didn’t have anything to tell them that they didn’t already know.

	“Where are the others?” I asked, even though I knew they would be busy investigating. 

	I wanted to know that they were all unharmed, though. Something had been really off with Olly, so I needed to know he was okay again, and Miller had felt like the calm center in the middle of a storm when they’d rescued me. I wanted to see him, to thank him. 

	“Hunting,” Wilder replied laconically.

	I didn’t ask more questions because I didn’t want to know, and they left shortly after to share with the others what I’d told them. The doctors came to see me that afternoon and told me I’d be released early the next day. I smiled my first real smile since I got to the hospital, and started making plans for how to get back to Prosper without telling my friends.

	I knew that if Wilder or Jinx found out that I could leave, they’d push for me to go to Double H or to Marshes, and I wasn’t going to go to either place. I wanted to go somewhere where I could deal with my nightmares on my own, and I could visit with either of them when I felt better. When I felt happy again.

	Then Bo walked in, although it took me a few seconds to recognize him.

	“Boz?” I whispered.

	He had his long hair tied back at the neck, but he’d put a ball cap on and to my amazement, a flannel shirt. His usual flowy blouses made from gauze or silk were nowhere to be seen, and he hadn’t put on a speck of makeup.

	“Oh, honey,” he whispered when he saw me. “Baby girl, I’m so sorry. They’re hunting them down, and I wouldn’t be any good at that, but I wish I could help.”

	My lips were trembling, and I swallowed, but couldn’t hold my tears back. They leaked out of my eyes, across the temples and into my hair.

	“Bo,” I said brokenly.

	He pulled me halfway out of bed and put his arms around me, rocking me gently.

	“I’m not a murderous kind of man, sweetie-pie, you know that I’m not,” he said after a while, and I nodded into his chest. He ignored that and kept talking, “I’ve been a gay man my whole life, and the shit I’ve had to put up with is beyond your imagination. Never been in a single fight, and haven’t felt the slightest need to kill anyone. Not until now.”

	He pulled back a little, and I looked into his normally so happy eyes, hating that what happened to me made everyone so upset. Then he smiled, and it was a little tense at first, but it widened, and suddenly, he grinned.

	“I’ll call Carson. He’ll kill them. Kit and Miller will help –”

	 “Nobody will kill anyone,” I interrupted him, firmly and immediately because it was sweet of him to be so angry on my behalf, but everyone really needed to stop talking about killing people.

	He was about to protest when a nurse came into the room.

	“Last dinner in this place for you,” she said with a cheeky smile as she placed a tray on the table next to my bed. Then she nodded at Bo and left again.

	Well, shit, I thought.

	“They’re letting you leave tomorrow?” Bo asked.

	“Um,” I said, hoping that he’d leave it with that.

	“Are you going to Double H or Marshes?” he inquired.

	“Um,” I repeated.

	“Mary,” he said sternly.

	“I want to go home,” I said.

	“Why?”

	“Um,” I repeated.

	“That is an uncommonly stupid sound, my girl,” he stated, and continued, “I don’t know why you’re not going to your girls, but it doesn’t matter.”

	“Okay,” I said weakly, thankful that he wouldn’t push me about it.

	That feeling disappeared quickly, though.

	“You’re coming home with me. I’ll see if I can’t get you out already tonight,” Bo said happily. I tried to protest, but he talked right over me, “Carson is on his way home as we speak and he’ll stay. We’ll keep you safe.”

	“Boz, I can’t –” I started, but he was on the move and turned in the door to put a hand up with a little of his usual flourish.

	“I don’t care, Mary-contrary. That’s what will happen, so put that godawful goo away. Tonight you’re eating Carson’s food, and we’ll change that butt of yours from scrawny to cow-sized in no time.”

	I stared at the door that closed behind him, and since I knew Bo, I didn’t for a second doubt that he’d cajole someone into discharging me within the hour. I sighed and moved over to pack up the few things my girls had brought for me. I’d not been wrong, and I fell asleep in the soft car-seat next to an ecstatic Bozo who was calling everyone we knew, telling them gleefully that they were all welcome to the Draper-Keeghan residence whenever they wanted to see me because he’d broken me out of the hoosegow. He made it sound as if we’d gone through the window and crept down the fire escape, instead of the much more mundane exit we’d made through the main entrance, and he sounded so happy. After half the phone calls he started calling their home Casa Draper-Keeghan, which was a bit of a mouthful even for him, so he promptly shortened it to Casa Drake.

	“Huh,” he muttered and glanced at me. “That’s a pretty cool name actually. Drake.”

	I smiled and felt how I slowly relaxed, and closed my eyes.

	
Chapter Six

	Carson and Bo

	It took them precisely one hour and fourteen minutes to figure out that I was afraid of the dark.

	Carson had food on the table within minutes of our arrival at their house, and I ate until my belly was full. And then I reached for some more.

	“You liked?” Carson chuckled.

	“Yeah,” I smiled as I put more food on my plate. “Huge step up from the trays they gave me in that –” I cut myself off because they were suddenly frowning, so I added lamely, “Sorry…”

	I knew that they weren’t angry with me, but I’d ruined the good mood by bringing up the place I’d been in.

	“Honey-bunny, don’t apologize,” Bo said softly. “You know we’ll listen if you want to talk, and we’ll get help for you if you need it.”

	“I know,” I smiled, and added firmly, “I’m good. I feel fine, and it might come up again, but I really don’t want to talk about it.”

	“It might be good for you if you did,” Carson muttered.

	“Nothing good comes from re-hashing the past,” I stated firmly. “And the quickest way for you to get me to leave is to bring in a shrink.”

	They looked uncertain, but I had talked to enough counselors in my life, and it had never done me any good, so I wasn’t about to try it again.

	“Did you put cheese on the potatoes?” I asked Carson.

	He hesitated, and I saw how they exchanged a look, but then he smiled. “Goat cheese, mixed up with a little sour cream and garlic.”

	“Fantastico,” I said with a wink to Bo, who immediately straightened.

	“That’s Carson,” he said in a voice that was just a little too animated. “Fantastico is what he is, so it should really be his middle name instead of that awful one his parents gave him, now that I think of it.”

	I raised my brows and waited.

	“Yeah, yeah,” Carson sighed finally. “Calvagh.”

	“What?” I breathed.

	“I know,” Bo giggled. “And do you know what it means?”

	Since I didn’t, I shook my head mutely.

	“Bald.”

	I tried not to laugh, although since Bo clearly was enjoying himself and Carson’s mouth quivered, I didn’t try for long.

	“I was when I was born,” Carson explained and shook his head a little from side to side, so his thick gray hair moved. “That changed.”

	“Can I call you CK?” I asked.

	Bo burst out laughing hysterically.

	“It’s spelled with a C baby-doll,” he choked out.

	I blinked. That would make it…

	“Cee-Cee?” I asked stupidly because of course, it would be.

	“I know!” Bo shouted. “Have you ever heard a gayer nickname in your life?”

	I hadn’t, actually.

	“What name did they give Miller?” I asked curiously.

	This made both men laugh loudly, and I blinked. What on earth could his parents have come up with?

	“He isn’t called Miller,” Carson said finally.

	“I know. His real name is Milvus,” I said.

	We’d learned this a while back, and it was a seriously dorky name so I could understand why nobody called him that.

	“The kite came to the hospital when he was born, landed outside and knocked on the window with its beak,” Carson went on, and I could hear how he struggled to hold more laughter back.

	“Okay,” I said slowly.

	“I guess Ma was a bit out of it, with the drugs and everything,” Carson said, but then he lost control and laughed again. “Named him after the kite,” he choked out.

	“I know that,” I repeated, not understanding why this was so funny.

	“Its scientific name,” Bo giggled.

	It took me a few seconds to remember and then my jaw went slack.

	“No?” I whispered. 

	Oh my god, what a ridiculous thing to do.

	“Yes,” Carson confirmed. “They gave him the whole thing.”

	I felt my mouth fall open and had nothing to say, but Bo said it for me and with no little amount of glee in his voice.

	“Milvus-Milvus!” he shouted, and added, “Hyphenated!”

	I thought we’d never stop laughing and it felt so good to forget about everything that had happened for a little while.

	“Your mom must have been high as a – ha ha – kite,” I said, and we laughed some more at my stupid joke. “Do the others know?” I asked when we had calmed down, thinking that surely Hawker wouldn’t let his friend forget that name, like, ever.

	“Nope,” Carson said. “Ma snapped out of it, and we’ve always just called him Miller, so most people actually think that’s his name. I haven’t even told Kit.”

	I smiled at him, and we laughed some more. Milvus-Milvus Keeghan. Holy cow.

	“Dessert,” Carson said when we once again had calmed down and started piling up our plates.

	“Right,” Bo chuckled, and we got to our feet.

	“Mary, please. No helping today,” Carson muttered, and pushed me gently to the side, but added when he saw my face, “Alright. Get the sugar from the pantry, please.”

	I walked into the pantry while they loaded the dishwasher, and then I froze. Light from the kitchen spilled into the small room, but it was shadowed by the narrow door, and my hands immediately started shaking. I suddenly felt like screaming, sure I’d never find my way out of there, and then I couldn’t breathe. I must have made a sound as I started pushing jars and boxes around, searching feebly for the light button, the door, anything.

	The light was suddenly turned on, and Carson put his arms around me, gently pulling me out into the bright kitchen. My breath hitched, and I fought to get control, but all I could do was push a small whimper over my lips. Then I was pushed down on a chair, and my head pressed down between my knees.

	“Breathe, Mary,” Carson said calmly. “Just breathe, little girl. You’ll be fine.”

	The way he calmly used Miller’s nickname for me gave me control back, and I started pulling in deep breaths. Then I sat up and tried to smile.

	“Drink,” Bo said, and handed me a low, wide glass with a very tiny splash of brown liquid.

	Silently, I did what he’d ordered, and shuddered as the strong liquor burned my throat.

	“I can’t go back to the hospital,” I rasped. “Too small room, and too dark. I have to…”

	“You have to eat dessert, baby-girl,” Bo said gently. “Then you have to take a shower, and then you have to sleep on the couch.”

	I blinked, thinking that the house was huge and had plenty of guest bedrooms.

	“Yup,” Carson said calmly and started scooping up ice-cream. “Big room, high ceiling, huge windows and lots of light in there.”

	My eyes suddenly burned with tears. I wasn’t related to them and had broken up with their son just a few weeks earlier, but they still treated me like family.

	“I’m sorry,” I whispered.

	“Nothing to be sorry about,” Bo said gently. “We all have our foibles, so let this be yours for a while.” He made a short pause, and then he said with great flourish, “And don't get me started on what Carson does!”

	Judging by the glee in his eyes it would be something hilarious.

	“Bo...” Carson said, but it sounded affectionate, and I guessed that the story I was about to hear had been told many times.

	I raised my brows and waited.

	“He cuts his toenails!” Bo exclaimed, rearing back a little and adding a gasp for good measure. “And then he lines them up on the edge of the sink.”

	Okay, yeah. That was a bit strange.

	“Like to know I throw them all away,” Carson muttered.

	“Well, my good man. You don't,” Bo snapped, and turned back to me. “The first time I was here, I got up during the night and went to the bathroom...” He trailed off and put his hand on his chest, taking a small step backward at the same time. “That's when I saw it,” he added.

	I stared wide eyed at him, and he produced a very fake look of horror.

	“Nail clippings. Lined up on the edge of the sink like little soldiers marching along towards war.”

	Then he was silent. I could see how it would be a bit icky to find your new lover’s nails on the sink but surely - 

	“Nine,” Bo interrupted my thoughts. “I counted, twice, and there were only nine.”

	Carson suddenly snorted out laughter and muttered, “Thought I'd have a heart attack. It was hard enough to suddenly find myself in love with a man... Then without warning, Bo is running around in the dark house, buck naked, screeching like a hen and waving his hands in the air.”

	“There is still a clipping on the loose in this house,” Bo snapped. “You never found it, so it's there somewhere. Lurking. I know it’s waiting for me.”

	I started laughing, and they both turned to me. Carson was laughing too, and I could tell that Bo wanted to, but he faked another look of horror and told me earnestly, “I haven’t walked on bare feet in this house since then, Mary, and I never will. Who knows what will happen?”

	Telling that story the way he did, for a laugh but mostly to make me feel better, and calmly accepting what I was going through helped more than any psychologist in the world could have done, and I relaxed.

	Okay,” I said.

	“Fantastico,” Carson muttered with a wink. “Chocolate or caramel sauce on the ice cream?”

	“Can I have both?” I asked.

	 

	***

	 

	“Can’t stay,” Miller murmured into my ear, and I screamed, jerked out of my twisted position and promptly slammed my forehead into his chin.

	I’d been asleep in a low deck-chair on the side porch not open to customers when he woke me, and he’d frightened me. I heard the kite screech somewhere to my side and turned to look at it.

	“Are you laughing at me?” I asked the bird sourly.

	“He’s laughing at me,” Miller said, and I turned around to glare at him, which for some reason made him grin and raise both his hands. “Jeez, I’m sorry. Didn’t think anyone could sleep in that pretzely position.”

	“Is that even a word?” I asked but he was kind of funny, so I had a hard time keeping my mad.

	“Don’t know,” he said and nudged the big box he was crouching next to with his elbow. “I have to go, Mary, we’re going to –”

	He stopped speaking abruptly, and since I didn’t want to know what horrible things they were up to, and guessed he wouldn’t tell me anyway, I filled in his sentence.

	“Pick wildflowers?”

	“Huh?” 

	“Pet cute little kittens? Make chocolate chip cookies? Braid each other’s beards?”

	“What the –”

	“Because, Miller – those are just about the only things I want to know about when it comes to you and the others in your little posse.”

	“Posse?”

	He’d started grinning, but I was on a roll, and seriously in need of coffee, so I clarified, “Hawkers merry men. The sleuth of badass vigilantes. Whatever you call yourself?”

	He started laughing, and I felt my mouth curve, but faked a bit more annoyance and asked, “So, are you?”

	“No, Mary, we aren’t,” he snorted. “Besides, only d’Augustine has a full beard, and it’s trimmed in that cutesy way Jinx likes, so it’s too short.”

	“Dante is beautiful,” I stated because he was.

	“Dante is whipped,” Miller retorted, grinning widely, and added, “Anyway, I’m fairly sure he’d kill me if I tried to braid his beard, though I could try with his hair if you think –”

	Without thinking, I stretched out my hand and caressed his whiskers. He usually had a goatee, although it had almost grown into a full beard. It looked like he hadn’t shaved in weeks.

	“Oh, stop it. And Dante might get to you first. You haven’t shaved in a while,” I laughed up at him.

	He reared back a little, and my hand fell.

	“Yeah,” he said and moved his hand over his chin. “I’ll get to that.”

	I was about to tell him that it looked good the way it was, but he started moving so I closed my mouth again.

	“I have to go, Mary,” he muttered.

	“Okay,” I said. 

	“I get that you don’t want to talk about it,” he said, and I blinked. “You need to let it out somehow, though.”

	“Wh –”

	“Use that,” he said and nodded toward the box.

	Then he was gone.

	I tried to pick the box up but it was huge and heavy, so I was pushing it across the wooden planks when Carson came around the corner.

	“What have you got there, Mary?” he asked, and swiftly lifted it up. “Inside?” he added and walked toward the patio doors leading into the living room without waiting for a reply.

	He cut the tape, and there seemed to be an almost complete selection of art supplies in the box, neatly packed up. I stared down at it, and wondered where Mill had bought it, and how he’d known what to get. Then I found a scribbled note tucked in at the side.

	 

	“Hey, Mary. The hottest guy ever told me to get you what you needed, hope I haven’t missed a thing? Though, if I did, do NOT hesitate to send him back to pick it up.

	XOXO/Carmella

	ps. If there are stains on anything, it’s my drool. You know who to send if you need it replaced.”

	 

	I started laughing. Carson picked the note out of my hand, and then he was laughing too.

	“Mill went to get you art supplies?” he asked, and added, “Was he here just now?”

	I blinked and stared at him. If he hadn’t met his brother, how had he known who got me the supplies?

	He must have seen my surprise because he started chuckling and murmured, “He’s been my baby brother for a long time, sweetie. This reaction is not exactly uncommon.”

	He waved the note a little to emphasize his point, and I smiled at him although a strange feeling lurched at the back of my mind. I’d bought my materials from Carmella for a few years, and she was funny, incredibly sweet and down to earth. She was also curvy, beautiful and ten years older than me. I didn’t like the thought of sending Miller back to her at all, and that surprised me a little. I had no reason to be jealous and why would I be? He had been a good friend, but that was it. If I’d dreamed a little about him as I grew up, it was because of how I’d happened to see him on a night when everything changed for me. I quickly shifted my focus to the box and started unpacking the items, but then I stopped.

	“I should go home,” I said resolutely.

	“Why?” Carson asked calmly.

	“I’m not sick anymore, so I don’t need you and Bo to take care of me.”

	“We don’t mind.”

	“I have nowhere to put all of this,” I tried, and added, “And I need clothes.”

	I didn’t, actually. Bo had come home one day loaded with bags, both from his department store in Prosper and from his biker store. He’d brought more clothes for me than I had in my apartment, and most of it more expensive than anything I’d owned in a very long time. I’d tried to protest, but he’d brushed it aside and told me that shop-lifting was fun, especially when you owned the store. I told him I’d pay for the clothes, which he refused to accept, and when I insisted, he pouted. I glared, which made him put a hand on his hip and sigh, exaggeratedly. I pouted too and stomped my foot. This went on until Carson’s patience reached its limits and he calmly pulled out a knife from his boot, using it to start cutting off the price tags. We stared at him, and when he was halfway through the pile, he’d grinned and informed me that without the tags Bo couldn’t return anything. That had made Bo jump up and kiss him on his lips, and it had been neither gentle nor quick. Then he told me I surely understood why he loved Carson to teeny-tiny bits and pieces and sashayed out of the room. And that was apparently that.

	“Come up with something better,” Carson snorted.

	“I can’t mooch on –”

	“Shut the f –” he collected himself and continued, “You have a room here that would be empty if you weren’t in it, you don’t eat much so you cost us nothing, and you can have part of the barn over there to paint in.”

	“But I broke up with Kit,” I whispered.

	His son hadn’t been to see them once since I’d left the hospital, and I worried that it was because of me.

	“So?” was his calm retort.

	“So?” I echoed.

	“Mary, darling, I’m sure you won’t be shocked when I tell you that Kit has had girlfriends before you and that he ended things with some of them, but a few broke up with him. He’s a big boy, you were never right for each other, and if he hasn’t figured that out entirely yet – he will.”

	Oh. Well, crap, that made me feel like an idiot.

	“Exactly,” he murmured, reading my face accurately. “If you feel like doing something, then come and help me in the kitchen.”

	So I did, and I continued doing it after that. I enjoyed the slow pace and told myself that I should go home and return to University to get my degree, but somehow another day just passed, and I didn’t leave. I still slept in the living room, with the lights on, although I’d started turning some of them off. 

	Then I started drawing, and that was as if I’d opened a dam of emotions. I hadn’t known there was so much pent up anger and fear inside me. While I filled page after page in my sketchbook with memories from my time in captivity, I thought about what I’d been through. I drew the eyes of the man I’d seen, over and over, and I did a detailed picture of his tattoo. The image of that red snake haunted me, and I painted it in acrylics and watercolor, and then in shades of gray again, thinking that I should send the images to Hawker to help them identify the man. I never got around to it, and moved on to drawing variants of the door with the hatch open and a tray pushed inside the cell. Some of the pages were variants on my nightmares, but as time passed, I started doing pictures of my friends, and then my parents. Then I started drawing my home on the plains just at the foot of the mountains, and the people living there. I’d lost a lot but had also left so much behind. Maybe I was ready to go back? Maybe they were ready to welcome me?

	“You’re incredibly talented, Mary, you know that, right?”

	The voice next to me jerked me out of my concentration, and I gave up a startled little yelp.

	“Oopsie,” Bo said, not sounding like he meant it at all and smiling at me.

	I shook off my memories and started to smile as I straightened my back.

	“Hey, Boz,” I said.

	“No,” he stated, and I blinked. “Don’t even try because it will only make me mad, girlie.”

	I blinked again, wondering what he was talking about.

	“Wh –”

	“Don’t try so hard to be happy, Mary,” he murmured.

	“I –”

	“We see it, both Carson and I, and it hurts, baby-girl. You try to cover up your pain and be happy, for us. We don’t want that, we want you to be happy for you, and if you can’t be that, then you should just be sad. We’d rather have you bawl your eyes out than fake happiness you don’t feel.”

	I swallowed and held his gaze.

	“But what if I let go of happy and then I can’t find it again?” I whispered after a while, sharing my biggest fear with him. “What if I just stay sad?”

	“Oh, Mary,” he sighed. “We’ll make sure you find it, don’t you worry about that.”

	I leaned into him and started crying silently. I cried for my parents and my home, for the awful, horrible days in the cell by the water and how hard everything always was. It took a long time for me to calm down, and through it all, Bo held me gently to his wide chest, murmuring soft words and slowly caressing my back. 

	“Better?” he asked when I finally calmed down.

	“Yes,” I answered.

	He leaned back and pushed my chin up, surveying my face.

	“You look like you need a facial,” he said softly. “Let’s sneak into our bathroom and steal one of Carson’s face masks, they’ll do wonders for those bags under your eyes.”

	My mouth fell open at the thought of rough and rugged mountain-man Carson using a face mask aimed at reducing puffiness, and then I giggled. The giggle grew into laughter, and Bo beamed at me.

	“See!” he exclaimed. “I told you we’d help you to find happy again.”

	The days after that I cried more than I had in my whole life, but one of the men was there to hold me, and slowly I learned that I always found my way back to feeling good. One of the walls in the barn started to fill up with my sketches, and each night I slept a little bit better. 

	I was on my way to the house when I noticed Miller’s car outside, and I walked faster, eager to thank him for giving me a way to cope. Carson was alone in the kitchen, though, and I looked around in surprise as I barged into the room.

	“I thought Miller was here?” I asked.

	“Mary…” he said, and I got a cold, ugly feeling in my stomach when I saw his face.

	“What happened?” I asked.

	“He’s fine,” Carson replied immediately. “Got himself shot, but he’s fine.”

	“Where is he?” I asked.

	“Down by the pond, washing off, but you shouldn’t –”

	I ignored him and rushed to the pantry where I knew they kept their first aid kit. Then I ran out of the kitchen. Carson shouted something after me, but I ignored that too and kept running.

	Miller was on his way out of the pond when I got there, and I didn’t slow down. I threw the red kit on the ground and kept running. At first, all I could see was the angry red cut on his thigh, but a few seconds later I realized that he didn’t have any clothes on. At all. I stopped running, and he took a few quick steps backward, and then our gazes met. I felt a blush heat my cheeks and wanted to kick myself for acting like a stupid, stupid fool. He was a grown man, and since he was standing up in the water, he clearly wasn’t severely injured. Why had I panicked so? 

	“Mary,” Miller murmured.

	“Yuh,” I said, trying frantically to collect myself, and added stupidly, “Gun?” 

	“Yeah,” he said.

	I scanned what I could see of him quickly, and his lean torso looked mostly unharmed. He had a long scrape over his ribs, although it didn’t look like another gunshot wound.

	“Mary,” he said, again in that quiet voice. 

	Well, shit. He was standing there buck naked and probably in pain, and there I was, staring at him like a fool.

	“I’ll just…” I started and turned around. “Dry off and get dressed and I’ll help you with the wound.”

	He was silent at first, and then he said calmly, “Sure. Thanks.”

	To my surprise, it looked like someone had already worked on the wound. 

	“It’s numbed up,” he muttered and when I raised my brows at him, he explained, “It was just a stray bullet from a distance. It got stuck, though, so I took it out.”

	I blinked.

	“Excuse me?” I asked.

	He grinned a little and shifted to get a bottle of antiseptic from his own enormous medical kit. I tried to keep my eyes averted because the way his dark gray boxer briefs clung to him didn’t exactly hide a lot, and the lot it didn’t hide looked very, very good.

	“Don’t worry, it’s not the first time I’ve –”

	“Are you completely out of your mind?” I yelled.

	“No, bu –”

	“You drove here with a bullet in your leg, and then you operated on yourself?” I asked, hoping that he would tell me that he wasn’t that idiotic.

	“Kind of,” he said calmly.

	I opened my mouth. Then I closed it again. This made him chuckle, and I slapped him on the shoulder, grabbed Carson’s kit which clearly was inadequate for the kind of stupidity he’d just performed, and got to my feet.

	“I thought you were sane, Miller. As in…” I pulled in as much air as I could, and then I leaned down and yelled in his face, “NOT bat-shit crazy!”

	“Mary,” he murmured, and I could see how he struggled to hold back laughter, but I turned and stalked off.

	“Mary!” he called out again, and I raised my hands in the air but kept walking.

	I marched right through the kitchen and into the pantry where I slapped the first aid kit in its place, yelling, “Your brother is insane, Carson! Get some men here with white jackets that tie in the back, and asap because that doofus needs to be locked –”

	I stopped yelling when loud laughter echoed through the kitchen. Kit, Hawker, and Wilder had joined Carson, and they apparently thought I was hilarious.

	“What?” I snapped.

	“Nothing,” Hawker chuckled.

	I glared at him, and he started laughing again. The others joined him, and I thought they’d never calm down.

	“I don’t find this funny,” I snapped.

	“I do,” Wilder muttered.

	“What’s funny?” Bo asked from the door.

	I told him, and his eyes widened. He shook his head a little and asked me calmly to please explain again, which I did. Then he looked up toward the ceiling. 

	“Is the man bat-shit crazy?” he yelled at the top of his lungs.

	There was a stunned silence, and then I walked over to the huge man, put my arms around his waist and leaned my head on his chest.

	“I love you, Bo,” I said. “Marry me and have my children?”

	“Absolutely,” he replied, and added with a wink, “Have to be artificial insemination, though. You know I adore you, but sex? Nuh-uh.”

	I smiled at him.

	“We can totally do that.”

	“Do what?” Miller asked from the door.

	“Artificial insemination,” I replied sourly.

	He froze and stared at me.

	“Say again?”

	“Jesus,” Carson muttered. “Everybody, out, except you,” he added and pointed at Kit with a spatula.

	We trooped obediently out of Carson’s kitchen and into the living room. 

	“Come, Mary, let’s sit outside for a while,” Wilder called to me, and I started moving toward her, but Miller took a firm hold of my arm.

	“Mary, really, it wasn’t a big deal,” he murmured. “We were just a few hours away, Kit drove me here, and the bullet was close to the skin, just on the side. It’s not like I haven’t operated before.”

	I stared at him, and I knew that what he said made sense, but I didn’t like it. 

	“On yourself?” I asked.

	“Nope,” he grinned. “But I’ve been called a pig plenty of times, and I’ve operated on those.”

	Shit, I thought as I struggled to keep the tips of my mouth from quivering. That was actually kind of funny.

	“You’re crazy,” I said.

	“Not really,” he replied, and let go of my arm in a way that made it feel like a caress.

	“Are you okay?” I asked.

	“Yeah,” he said. “Will be here for a few days, can’t run on the leg or the stitches might –”

	He stopped talking when he saw on my face that I realized he’d put stitches in himself too. I pulled in a deep breath and sighed it out.

	“How many?”

	“Three.”

	“Okay.”

	“Okay.”

	“I’ll just…” I trailed off and waved my hand toward Wilder who was watching us curiously.

	“Yeah,” he said. “Thanks for worrying,” he added.

	“Thanks for the art supplies,” I replied.

	It looked like he was about to say something else but Wilder called out to me again, so I walked outside to join her on the porch.

	
Chapter Seven

	Gray

	“I don’t know how you held up in that place,” Wilder said. “In the darkness and silence, hungry and hurt.” She looked at me with eyes that were almost glowing with anger. “We’ll kill them, Mary. Every last one.”

	“Wilder, no,” I said. “I knew you’d come. That’s what held me up. Jinx is clever, she’d get my message, and you are tenacious, you’d never give up. I knew that, and I never gave up hope.”

	“Tenacious?” she asked and narrowed her brows. “Is that your way of saying that I’m stubborn?”

	“Yes,” I grinned.

	“Resilient,” she murmured.

	“What?”

	“When we got that video… God, Mary, it literally drove us to our knees. He hit you right in the face, and you still insisted we shouldn’t do the swap.”

	“I guess I can be stubborn too,” I murmured.

	“No,” she protested. “Miller said it, and he was right. We calmed down and started planning, but Jinx was crying and saying that we needed to hurry, so they didn’t break you. He put his arms around her and said that she never had to worry about that because you were resilient.”

	I thought about that for a while.

	“Maybe I am, Wilder, but…” I paused to collect my thoughts, and then I decided that it was time to start sharing some of my past. “You all think that I’m so positive, and happy, and in a way, I am. But you see, I have to be happy. My life is good because it has to be.”

	I turned to look at her, and then I told her.

	“I have to live a good life because my family didn’t get to live any life at all. So, I need to be happy for them too.”

	“What?” she breathed.

	“My parents died in a car crash when I was ten, Wilder,” I started, and when she made a choking sound, I quickly continued, “I was at home because I wanted to draw instead of going to the supermarket with them. It was the first time they left me at home alone, and I was so proud. I felt almost like a grown-up, which was ridiculous, of course, because they’d be gone for less than an hour, but I laughed and waved when they left, and they laughed too. My mother stretched her hand out through the window, so that was the last I saw of her. That hand, waving cheerfully as they rounded the corner and disappeared. A truck ran a red light and hit them, four blocks away. Drunk driver.”

	“Mary…” 

	Her voice was just a soft breath, and I held her gaze and made myself tell her the rest.

	“My brothers,” my voice hitched a little, and she grabbed my hand. “My brothers were six, three…” I swallowed, “and almost one year old.” I leaned my head down toward my chest, and it hurt so bad but I’d started telling her, so I had to finish it. “All three were in the car. They died too.”

	“Oh, God. Mary…”

	“So, you see,” I said and tried to smile through the pain. “I have to be happy for them too.”

	“Why haven’t you told us before, sweetie?” she asked.

	“I haven’t told anyone,” I answered. “They sent me to so many counselors, and I sat there and didn’t talk about it, and finally, they gave up. This is the first time since it happened that I say the words out loud.”

	My lips were trembling, and I pressed them together, but I couldn’t stop a few tears from running slowly over my cheeks.

	“Where did you go? Did you have any other family members?”

	“Plenty,” I said bitterly. “None of them wanted me. When I started University, a few of them came to see me. They apologized, said they’d been grief stricken and that they thought it would be better for me to have a new family so I wouldn’t have to be constantly reminded of what I’d lost.”

	“What a load of bullshit,” she hissed.

	“Yeah, of course, it was, though by then it was over and done with.”

	“Don’t tell me you forgave them. Mary…” 

	“Hell no,” I said serenely. “I told them to pull down their pants and go sit on a pineapple. Preferably one that wasn’t ripe.”

	“What?” she breathed.

	“I used other words, Wilder. Crude ones.”

	She started grinning, and I smiled a little at the memory. 

	“They tried again, so I drew a picture of my hand, had it printed on postcards, and sent to every relative I had. Signed it with my name and nothing else,” I said.

	“You sent them a picture of your hand?”

	I made a fist, raised it slowly, and flipped her the bird.

	She snorted out laughter, and murmured, “Epic comeuppance.”

	“Oh, yeah,” I said.

	“Did you go into foster care?” she asked.

	“Yes,” I replied but didn’t elaborate.

	She must have sensed that I didn’t want to talk about those years, and squeezed my hand again.

	“I always wanted siblings,” she whispered.

	“I didn’t know what I had until I lost it, Wilder. They were mostly a nuisance, and really, how could they not be? I was a quiet, shy girl who liked to draw and help mommy in the kitchen. They were like a small band of maniacs, always shouting and throwing things around.”

	I thought about it for a while, and the memories were faded and somehow misty, but I remembered that last day clearly. My mother had worn a pink sundress and huge sunglasses. My dad had been up most of the night with the baby, so he’d been tired, and Mom had tried to make him stay at home, but he’d smiled, ruffled my hair, and said that his big girl would watch the house. The baby slept in the car seat, and the boys had been running around with their action figures, playing war.

	“They were totally out of control, so I didn’t know it at the time, but I loved them. I knew that I loved the baby, though. He was well on his way to growing into another pain in my big-sister butt, but he was sweet. I took care of him.” I swallowed and added, “They were called James, Robert, and Andrew. Common names, boring even, and I thought they were little pests, but then I lost them and…” I trailed off, not knowing what else to say.

	“That sucks,” she said.

	“Like a swarm of mosquitos in August,” I replied.

	We sat in silence for a while, and I thought about my family. For the first time since that awful day, it didn’t cut through me to remember them. I’d been so desperate to be happy for them that I’d avoided any memories because they hurt too much. The past few weeks had taught me that it was okay to be unhappy too, and I’d forever be in debt to Carson and Bo for giving that to me. 

	“Will you tell Jinx?”

	“Of course,” I said with a sigh.

	“Do you want me to tell her?” she asked quietly.

	“Yes, Wilder, that’d be great. I’ll talk about it with her when I see her, but now you know and she should too. All of you should know, so please tell Jinx and then you can share with the others however you want.”

	We sat in silence for a while, and then I sighed again. I’d been so afraid to talk about my family because I’d thought it would break me, but Miller had been right. I hadn’t thought about it like that, but I was resilient. 

	“Are you okay?” 

	I looked into her unusual eyes, and they were so often hard and tough, but right then they were a soft amber that soothed me.

	“Yes, Wilder, I actually am. I thought it would be much harder to talk about it than it was. I should have told you before.”

	“You told me now,” she replied calmly. “Now tell me about Miller,” she added, and I jerked.

	“What?”

	“Something is going on with him, and I don’t know what, and Mac doesn’t either. He’s edgy and moody, and that’s not like him. He’s usually the most laid back of all the guys.”

	“Huh,” I said, wondering what she was talking about. I hadn’t noticed any moodiness, though I hadn’t spent that much time with Miller.

	“You talked before, and it looked serious?” she prodded.

	“It was nothing. He explained about his ridiculous self-surgery and the friggin’ stitches he’d put in himself,” I said. “I wish he’d told me and I could have done it for him.”

	“Surgery?”

	“Not in a million years, Wilder. Would have done the stitches, though.”

	“You know how to do that?” she asked.

	“Sort of,” I mumbled, thinking that, shit, this was a part that I just wasn’t ready to talk about. “Not really,” I added lamely.

	“Huh,” she said, eyeing me speculatively. “Is there something going on between the two of you?”

	“What?” I wheezed. 

	“Looked like it,” she said, and a sly smile started to spread on her face.

	“No, Wilder, don’t get that look. There’s nothing going on, you know that. He’s older than me, and –”

	“Mill is six years older than Dante. Nine years older than Mac. Not exactly balancing on the edge of his grave, Mary,” she interrupted.

	“I thought Dante was much younger,” I said because I’d thought he was the same age as Jinx and me, but also because I was trying to not talk about Miller. At least, not talk about Miller and me.

	“So?” she asked, not letting my evasive comment throw her off track.

	“Wilder, no,” I sighed. “Even if I was interested, which I’m not saying I am,” I added hastily since she started grinning, “I’m sure he’s not into someone like me.”

	“Why not?” she asked.

	I didn’t know what to say, so in another effort to divert her from the topic, I explained how I’d rushed down to the pond and found him. She laughed loudly when she heard about Miller nakedness.

	“I bet he looked good,” she giggled. “They’re all super-fit so even though the man had just dug a bullet out of his leg and was standing in waist high water…” she eyed me in that shrewd way again, “He did step that far back, right? He didn’t stay in knee high –”

	“Wilder!”

	“Sorry,” she giggled.

	“Really, Wilder,” I huffed. “There is nothing going on. I have barely seen him. He came here once to give me some art supplies and then –”

	“Bearing gifts!” she exclaimed.

	“Oh for crying out loud,” I snapped. “Drop it. Nothing. Is. Happening.”

	“Okay,” she said. “He’s a great guy so you could do worse, but I was just teasing.”

	“Good. Let’s go and look at what Bo in his silly way calls my atelier,” I said and got up. “Carson and I call it the barn, but you know Boz.”

	I started walking, and she followed me without talking more about Miller, which suited me just fine. Instead, we walked over to look at my corner of the barn, and she stared at the drawings hanging on the wall long enough for me to get nervous and wonder what she thought about my work.

	“I never realized how talented you are, Mary,” she murmured

	“Lots of practice,” I replied.

	“I could practice for twenty years, and there’s no way it’d look like this,” she said and pointed at a picture of Miller’s kite.

	“Thanks,” I replied.

	The kite had actually turned out better than I thought, so maybe I’d try to do it in watercolors. Or acrylic. The yellow eyes and warm red shades on its feathers would look –

	“Earth to Mary!” Wilder called, and I grinned at her.

	“Sorry, what did you say?”

	“Let’s go back, I’m hungry.”

	We were walking past the house when Wilder stopped to tie her shoelaces, and then she made a soft hissing sound. I turned, and she was waving at me to come but put a finger to her lips when she saw that I was about to call out. I frowned because I was hungry too, and wanted to help Carson with dinner.

	“Listen,” she breathed.

	We were right outside the kitchen, and there were no windows, but the ventilation above Carson’s huge indoor grill apparently went through the wall right where we were standing because we could hear the men talking inside. I shrugged and turned, but then a deep voice caught my attention.

	“You’re getting gray, son,” Carson said.

	I blinked. Kit was getting gray hair? I hadn’t noticed.

	“Welcome to the club,” Miller muttered.

	“Yeah,” Kit sighed. “Started a while back.”

	“Didn’t notice,” Hawker said.

	For some reason this made both Miller and Carson burst out laughing.

	“What?” Hawker asked.

	“I should hope that you didn’t notice,” Bo said, and it sounded as if he was laughing too.

	“What?” Hawker repeated.

	“Well shit,” Miller sighed. “You know it runs in the family, and you know we start going gray before we turn thirty.”

	“Closer to twenty for me,” Carson rumbled sourly.

	“I know you do, so I have to repeat myself. What?” Hawker asked curiously.

	“Doesn’t start on the head,” Miller muttered.

	There was a long silence, and Wilder and I looked at each other in confusion.

	“Really?” Hawker said. “Strange. Seen you without your shirts all your lives –”

	The others all started laughing, and I heard a growling rumble that I figured was Hawker Johns displaying his displeasure. I could have growled myself because they really didn’t get to the point very quickly.

	“Oh my God,” Wilder breathed suddenly and slapped a hand over her mouth, but before I could ask her to explain, Miller spoke.

	“I’m not talking about the chest.”

	“What?”

	“Jesus, Hawk. Not on my head, not on my chest. Where the hell do you think?” Kit snapped, and my eyes widened.

	Were they talking about –

	My thoughts were interrupted when Wilder took hold of my hand and yanked me away from the wall and started dragging me around the house. When we’d rounded the corner, she let go of me and doubled over.

	“Holy shit,” she groaned.

	“Did they just say what I think they just said,” I said, still stunned by the weird fact we’d learned, and trying my best to not think about the area they would have been talking about, on either of the men because that would have been even weirder.

	“Oh. My. God, yes,” she wailed and laughed so hard she had to sit down.

	I started laughing too, and after a while, I sat down next to her. She wiped a few tears from her cheeks and turned to look at me.

	“I’ll use this information. Don’t know how. Don’t know when, but I will. Oh my God when I tell Mac…”

	I looked primly at her.

	“I don’t think it’s nice to talk about your friends’ pubic hair, Wilder,” I said

	It was a struggle to keep my face serene, and laughter bubbled up my throat, although I held it back and must have pulled it off credibly because she stared at me.

	“After all, it’s not so strange,” I added, “If it isn’t on the big head then it’s on the little –”

	Her loud whoop cut me off, and she started laughing hysterically again, and so did I. It took us a good long while to calm down to a state where we felt we could face the men, but finally, we walked toward the kitchen door.

	“You had me on that one, Mary,” Wilder said. “Pubic hair? Who would use those words?”

	Before I could stop myself, I asked, “But what else would you…” I trailed off when I saw the look on her face and added quickly, “Don’t, Wilder. I don’t need to know.”

	She grinned and stretched her hand out toward the door, hesitated, and asked quietly, “Didn’t you notice?”

	“Notice?”

	She stared at me.

	“Didn’t you notice that Kit was getting gray around his di –”

	I slapped a hand over her mouth and looked around, which was ridiculous because they were all on the other side of the door we were standing outside.

	“Stop it, Wilder, we weren’t doing it,” I hissed. Her eyes started to glitter gleefully, so I snapped angrily, “Since you met Mac, I swear, sex is all you think about!”

	“Mary,” I heard Hawker rumble from the door that he’d apparently just thrown wide open. “Do you really think this is something I want to hear?”

	Well, crap. Wilder and I both froze, and our eyes met. Then we turned slowly toward her father, who looked like he’d sucked on a lemon for a very long time. Miller and Kit stood behind him, and they were both grinning. 

	All I could look at was their hair. Miller’s unruly, thick mop suddenly seemed way more salt than pepper, but I couldn’t see any gray at all in Kit’s. Although I wouldn’t, of course.

	I knew I was going to start laughing any second, so I clenched my teeth tightly together, and focused on breathing through my nose.

	“I can’t do this,” Wilder suddenly choked out.

	“Pizza,” I wheezed without unlocking my jaws. “In town. We have to leave,” I managed to press out.

	“But the food is ready,” Carson said and pushed Kit out of the way to look at us.

	Then he pulled his hand over his head to push his completely gray hair out of his eyes, and I felt a tear slip out of my left eye. My belly was shaking, and I couldn’t hold back a small whimper.

	“Mary?” Miller said, looking confused.

	“Yes. Pizza,” Wilder groaned. “Now.”

	Then we turned around toward the cars and went into the nearest village to eat pizza. It had been an escape from embarrassment, but after sharing my past with my best friend, it felt good to eat greasy food and laugh again. It felt as if life was returning to normal, whatever that was.

	Wilder dropped me off but didn’t enter the house, and as I walked up the steps and turned to wave at her, I saw her father and Kit come around the corner. They went straight to the car, and since it was Hawker’s, or more likely because he was Hawker, he walked to the driver side, opened the door and calmly waited until his daughter got out. Wilder grinned and waved at me as she rounded the hood, and then they left.

	“Java in the living room!” Bo shouted as I closed the door.

	They’d started a fire even though it wasn’t needed, and there was a tray of cookies on the table. It had barely started to get dark outside, but all the lights were on, and I knew they’d lit them for me. I walked through the room, turning a few of them off, and sat down on the couch.

	“It was good to see you laugh,” Carson muttered as he filled a mug of coffee and handed it to me.

	“Thanks,” I said and sipped the warm brew, frantically trying to come up with something to say that would change the topic.

	“What was the joke?” Miller cut in, and I turned slowly to look at him. “What?” he asked curiously when my blank mind didn’t find one single word to say.

	Well, crap. I wasn’t going to lie. Not to these men.

	“We heard you,” I whispered and looked down into my cup.

	“Heard what?” Bo asked.

	“We were passing outside the vent from the kitchen, and we heard you, okay? You were talking about Kit.”

	“Kit?” Carson said, but Bo made a sound, so I looked at him, and his eyes had started to glitter with unholy glee.

	“You were talking about gray hair, um, and…” I trailed off and waved a hand from my head and down over my belly a few times.

	They stared at me for a split second, then Miller muttered, “Well, fuck me,” and they started laughing.

	I laughed too, although I think it was a little hysterical because I’d just realized that there was only one answer I wanted to give to his statement, and that was, “Okay.”

	
Chapter Eight

	Poopy

	I was sitting next to Miller, in his car, going to his home in Norton.

	Falling in love with a man whose nephew I’d been dating just a few weeks earlier wasn’t something I’d expected. Figuring it out while having coffee with him, his brother and brother-in-law hadn’t made things easier, and it had been hard to pretend nothing was out of the ordinary. I’d gulped down the coffee, scalding my tongue in the process, and made my excuses. Then I’d spent the next hour folding and refolding my clothes, desperately trying to talk myself out of feeling what I felt. 

	Nothing good would come of it, I thought and told myself it was just a delusion, mostly because of how I’d dreamed about Mill as I grew up. When I’d calmed down a little, I sat on the bed to think. As I let my pens fly over the sketch pad, I slowly accepted that none of what I felt came from the silly stories I’d made up. It was all because of who he was. I had no clue what to do, and I knew that he’d not want to have a young girl like me giving him cow eyes, so as I drew his kite for the millionth time, I decided to move back to my place in Prosper as soon as possible. 

	“Are you okay, baby-girl?” Bo whispered from the door, and my pen made a long dark line straight across the kite.

	“I’m fine,” I chirped and pulled off the paper, letting it fall to the floor.

	Bo walked into the room, closing the door behind him and sat down next to me.

	“Carson and Mill are worried,” he said quietly.

	“Why?” I squeaked, cleared my throat, and repeated more calmly, “Why?”

	“They thought you might be embarrassed about the things you heard,” he said.

	Oh, that. I relaxed and grinned at him.

	“Hilarious trivia, Boz, that’s all,” I said cheekily.

	He started laughing and added with a wink, “I know it’ll be a struggle, cutie-pie, but try to keep your imagination away from my man’s genitals.”

	“God, Bo,” I said with a shudder. “He’s old enough to be my father.”

	“Age is just a number,” Bo said. “You’re a lot older than your years in many ways, sweetie.”

	It was a gentle probe to make me talk about my past, and I wanted to, but needed Carson to be there too when I did so I just smiled. 

	“I have no money,” I said instead.

	“I have plenty, you can have some of mine,” he replied instantly, and he did it grinning, but I could see that he meant it.

	“No way, but thank you for offering,” I said. “I just need to find another job.”

	I’d called the restaurant where I’d been waitressing the past year and told them I was sick. The owner had been sympathetic but had also told me he’d give my job to another girl, and it wouldn’t be there when I got back to Prosper. I’d expected that, and since I had a small savings account, I’d been able to pay my rent. I would manage one or maybe two months, and then I’d have nothing left.

	“You work with Carson every day,” he said.

	“And I live here for free and pay nothing for the food I eat.”

	“You’re family, sweetie,” he protested.

	I leaned into him, and he put an arm around me.

	“I love you,” I whispered.

	“Oh, baby-girl, I love you too,” he replied quietly. “Let me think about your job-situation for a while. I won’t try to give you any cash, but will you promise me one thing?”

	I nodded into his shoulder, and he went on, “If you get desperate, then talk to me. Swallow your pride, and let me know, honey.”

	“Okay,” I whispered, hoping that I’d never have to, but relaxing a little with the knowledge that I had that as a last resort.

	“Okay,” he said and moved toward the door. “The Keeghan’s were tired, so they are both in bed. I’ll join the older dude, so the couch is all yours,” he added as he left.

	I sat on my bed for a while longer, wondering if I should try to sleep there. Then I sighed and went out to the couch, turning off all lights except two. One step at the time I thought and slept deeply until late the next morning when Carson put coffee and a huge plate of sandwiches in front of me and gave my cheek a soft caress.

	“Mornin’, sweetie,” he said.

	“You didn’t have to make breakfast for me,” I murmured as I stretched.

	“I didn’t,” he said with a grin.

	Then Miller ambled in with a cup of coffee in his hand. He wore a loose tee and a pair of shorts, and his hair was even more unruly than usual.

	“They’re mine,” he muttered and sat down in the huge chair next to me.

	I stared at the plate, wondering if he seriously was going to eat six huge sandwiches. He glanced at me and waved a hand in front of him.

	“Made too many, you should eat a few, or I’ll get fat.”

	“Are you crazy?” I asked, and went on before my brain caught up with my mouth, “You’re seriously ripped, Mill.”

	Then a blush warmed my cheeks because I’d remembered how I knew, and how good he had looked without his clothes on.

	“You noticed that, huh?” he said with a lazy grin.

	“I –”

	“Good to know,” he continued, grabbed a sandwich and nudged the plate toward me. “Eat,” he ordered.

	I closed my mouth, and as I leaned forward, Bo walked into the room, dressed to the nines and with his face flawlessly made up.

	“I’m off to war!” he announced.

	My hand dropped, and I stared at him.

	He waved his hand around in the air and announced, “I’ll be gone for days and days, buying half the world, because the stores are lame like old fish.” 

	I had no clue if fish could even be lame but I anyway guessed he meant that he was going on a business trip.

	“I’ll keep Carson out of trouble,” I said and blew him a kiss.

	“Fantastico,” Bo exclaimed. “Although your trouble-restraining duties will be over already tomorrow, my lovely.”

	Then he blew us kisses with both his hands and left.

	“You’re leaving too?” I asked Carson.

	“Yup,” he replied with a grin. “I’ll be off to see an old army buddy, will spend the night with him.”

	 “You were in the army?” I asked.

	This was a surprise. I knew Kit had spent a few years in the army and hadn’t liked it. I’d had no clue his father had served as well.

	“Sure, almost ten years,” he answered.

	“Really?”

	“Yup. Helicopter pilot. Loved it.”

	“Why did you leave?”

	“Kit’s Ma died, Mary. He was six, and it was a rough time for both of us, so he needed me.”

	I could have kicked myself for asking.

	“I’m sorry, Carson, I shouldn’t have –”

	“Honey, it was a long time ago. I loved her to bits, but life moves on because it has to. She was sick for a long time, and in so much pain that I think it was a relief for her to let go in the end. In a way, it was a relief for me too.”

	I knew about that feeling and the guilt that came with it.

	“I’m sorry,” I repeated.

	He didn’t say anything else but gave my cheek a soft caress as he leaned down to grab a sandwich.

	“Do you want me to keep the restaurant open while you’re gone?” I asked 

	“Nah,” he shrugged. “I’ll put a post on the gate, and we’ll just keep it closed.”

	Miller and I tried to help Carson in the kitchen that day, but he threw us out almost immediately, saying that it got too crowded, Miller’s leg could do with some exercise and we should go for a walk. 

	At first we just strolled in silence, and I started to worry because Miller had practically been forced to spend time with me when he might have wanted to be alone instead. Then he asked about my job as a waitress, and from there we kept talking as we went down to look at some ruins not far from Carson and Bo’s house. 

	After the walk, Miller agreed to sit still for a while so I could draw him and we moved to the side porch. We kept talking quietly, and I drew his profile as he looked up at the sky. Then he suddenly turned toward me and smiled sleepily.

	“Today is a good day,” he said.

	“Yeah,” I whispered.

	It looked like he’d say something else, but a car door slammed in front of the house, and it broke the moment.

	“We should see if Carson needs help,” I murmured.

	He sighed and got to his feet, pulling me out of my chair.

	“Come,” he said.

	 He didn’t let go of my hand until we rounded the house and since there was a lot of people there, most of whom he seemed to know, I left to get some coffee to clear my head. Something had changed between us and I felt a little giddy and a lot like the silly young girl I wished I wasn’t. 

	Carson glanced up from the veggies he was frying and started to laugh.

	“What?” I snapped.

	“Nothing,” he muttered. “If you’re going to have some coffee, then have it with the family sitting to the side, will you? They are nice but new to the area, and they’re a bit shy about being here.”

	I filled a cup and went out to spend a very pleasant afternoon with the young family. Carson had been right, they were nice, and when Miller joined us a few of the others did too. When they all left, the family had made dinner plans with another couple and scheduled a play date with the grand-children of a couple that was regulars at Carson’s place. I liked the thought of being a part of a community where people cared, one that was inclusive and friendly. I wouldn’t live in Prosper city longer than I absolutely had to, I decided.

	We had dinner when everyone had left, and I went to scoop up three bowls of vanilla ice-cream for dessert. I took two steps toward the pantry and froze. The door to the small, dark room was open, and it would be easy to turn on the light, but I still couldn’t make myself go in there. The marshmallows and caramel sauce was in the pantry, but we’d have to do without.

	“Come,” Miller suddenly murmured behind me and took hold of my hands.

	Then he wrapped my arms, and his, around me and with his bigger frame it felt like I was completely surrounded.

	“We’ll walk together, and if you want to back up then just say so, and I’ll get us out of there.”

	“Okay,” I whispered.

	Then we took slow steps into the pantry. Miller flipped the light-switch with his elbow and kept holding me. At first, I thought I’d make it, but then I got an awful feeling of being locked up again and tensed.

	Miller immediately started singing quietly. It was an old nursery song, about eating your green beans in blue jeans, and how if they got torn you should have corn. Then he started swaying a little, moving his feet to the song, and I laughed as I started singing with him. I let go of one of his hands, grabbed the caramel sauce and the bag of marshmallows. We were still singing when we turned and found Carson staring at us. Without breaking a stride, Miller kept singing as he walked us out of the pantry, but I was laughing so hard I had trouble breathing.

	“Huh,” Carson said with a long look at his brother. Then he grabbed the things from my hands and told us to get coffee, and he’d bring the ice-cream.

	I slept on the couch, though that night, I turned off all the lights except for the small lamp on the table next to me. It felt like a victory.

	 

	***

	 

	Fifteen minutes after Carson had left the next day, Miller’s phone rang, and about five minutes later he came into the kitchen where I was cleaning up after our brunch. 

	“We’re going to Norton, baby, can you be ready in five?”

	I straightened and blinked. Norton? Baby? 

	Then I saw his face and decided that his narrowed brows and serious appearance meant something had happened and guessed that he wouldn’t want to get into a lengthy discussion about his vocabulary, or our destination.

	“Sure, do you need me to pack anything?”

	“No need. See you outside.”

	Then he put the phone to his ear, muttered, “I’m on my way, we’re leaving in a few minutes,” and walked away.

	So I changed clothes, grabbed a sketch pad and my pens, and tucked them into my purse. I was by his car before he walked out of the house.

	“Can I ask why I’m going to Norton?” I asked as he got back in the car after lowering and locking the beam by the entrance. 

	“Mrs. McCullen’s cat got hit by a car, Mac’s at Double H, our sub is away for the day, and I want to try saving the poor thing’s leg.”

	“Sub?”

	“Substitute. We’re not in Norton enough these days, so we added a third vet on rotation to cut us some slack.”

	“Okay, but Mill, none of this explains why I am on my way to Norton.”

	“Mary, you were kidnapped,” he said patiently.

	“Miller, I know,” I said just as patiently.

	“Smartass,” he muttered. “Until we’ve hunted all of them down you have someone with you always, so I wasn’t going to leave you alone at Carson’s place.”

	“Someone?” I asked, baffled by the fact that I’d apparently had a bodyguard for a while, without even knowing it.

	“Yeah. One of the men, Wilder, or Carson. D’Augustine will do in a pinch. The nerdy doc if we absolutely have to.”

	“Jamie?” I asked. “Wouldn’t Jinx be better? Or, I don’t know… Anyone?”

	He chuckled and shook his head.

	“The dude is fit enough, and a decent shot. He’s also clever as hell.”

	“Well, he would be, having gone through med school,” I agreed.

	“Honey, he’s twenty-one years old, going on twenty-two. And he’s been a doc for a few years already.”

	I straightened and turned to him.

	“Really?”

	“Really.”

	Wow. I’d heard that Jamie had been in the same horrid program that Jinx had been in, but his goofy appearance had made me forget just how intelligent that would make him.

	“What do you want to do, go with me to the clinic, walk around in the village, or go to my place?” Miller asked when we saw Norton ahead of us.

	I really, really, wanted to see his home but assumed that he wanted to get to the injured animal as quickly as possible.

	“Is it far from the clinic to the village?” I asked.

	He snorted, and muttered, “Honey, it’s Norton. Nothing is far.”

	“Okay, then let’s get you to the clinic, and then I’ll find somewhere to have coffee.”

	“I’ll drop you off at the coffee shop, five minutes won’t matter,” he countered.

	He’d been right about Norton being small, but I thought it looked lovely. There seemed to be one main street through the village, and Miller sped along it.

	“Aren’t you going too fast?” I asked.

	“You think Hawk’ll arrest me?” he asked back with a grin.

	Fair point. I did not think Hawker Johns would arrest his second in command for speeding on Main Street.

	“Here it is,” he said, slowing down marginally until he stopped abruptly with half his car up on the sidewalk.

	I got out and glared at him. 

	“What?” he grinned, moved an arm around my back and steered me toward a combined book, shoe, and coffee shop.

	“Miller,” a big man boomed when we approached the counter at the back. 

	“Jack,” Miller said and shook the man’s hand.

	“And what would your name be?” the man asked me.

	 “Mary,” I said.

	“Lovely name for a lovely girl,” he said with a wink, and I giggled.

	“Cut it, Jack,” Miller murmured and gave the man a look that didn’t seem too friendly.

	“Aha,” Jack said, and his grin widened. “You sure kept that one under the radar, man,” he added.

	I realized that the man thought I was Miller’s girlfriend, but Miller turned me to the side before I could correct that assumption.

	“Mary will be sitting over there,” he said and pointed to a huge, plush chair in a back corner. “Get her a caramel macchiato, and leave her alone until I’m back.”

	I turned back to look at him. He knew my favorite coffee, which was unexpected, but he’d also placed me in a corner like a small child.

	“Mary will gratefully accept the caramel macchiato, and drink it in a chair of her choice. Then Mary might go rock climbing, or take a trip to the moon,” I said, and added, “Or even go completely crazy and stroll along Main Street for a while.” When he looked like he was about to protest, I said sweetly, “But if you text me, I’ll be here when you’re done.”

	Miller pulled a hand through his hair in a frustrated gesture, and rumbled, “Baby –”

	“You have a cat leg to save, and I have coffee to drink. We’re both busy,” I told him calmly, and added with a little acidity, “Baby.”

	He grinned at me then, sighed, and leaned down.

	“Smartass,” he whispered in my ear, straightened and let the back of his hand slide over my cheek. “Two hours, maybe three. Don’t stray off Main Street and I’ll have someone text you when we’re done.”

	“Okay,” I said, although all acidity had left my voice and it sounded breathy.

	“Okay,” he echoed and turned to Jack who was grinning widely. “Not a word,” he said, and it sounded like a warning, but I had no clue what he meant.

	Jack clearly understood because he started laughing loudly again, and raised his hands. 

	“Go, fix up Poopy. I’ll watch your girl for you.”

	“Jesus,” Miller muttered, glanced at me, and left.

	“Poopy?” I asked.

	“Mrs. McCullen’s cat. It was supposed to be Poppy, but her niece was in a hurry and misspelled the registration papers.”

	I stared at him.

	“Luckily, Mrs. McCullen has a well-developed sense of humor,” he added and waved his hand toward the wall. It was filled with photos, and he walked over to pick one of them off the wall. “Here she is… Poopy, that is. Not Mrs. McCullen.”

	The cat was beautiful, and I remembered that I’d tossed my sketchpad and pens in my bag.

	“Can I borrow this while I drink coffee?” I asked.

	“Sure,” he shrugged. “Caramel mac okay, or was lover boy off on that too?”

	I laughed at his description of Miller but didn’t correct him. I liked being seen as Miller’s girl, and he hadn’t seemed to mind so I thought it would be harmless to indulge myself and pretend for a little while.

	“My favorite coffee,” I said, and added, “And you can’t tell him, but I think he picked the chair I would have chosen myself too.”

	Jack chuckled and went to make my coffee. I took it and sat down to draw Poopy-the-cat. 

	I had just finished it when I heard Jack rumble sourly, “Well, shit. This time I’m gonna kill her.”

	“What’s wrong, Jack?” I said as I got up and walked over to him, thinking that a stroll on Main Street would be nice.

	“My damned cousin. She wrote the sandwich specials for the month on the board, and then she went off on vacation,” he said, spitting out the word vacation like it was a curse.

	I turned to the chalkboard, and there were specials written on it, although it didn’t look very good to me so I could see why he would be upset. The words were written in simple lines, and she’d tried to do some swirls and flowers along the edges, but they mostly looked weird.

	“It’s not too bad, I could –”

	“They’re wrong,” he stated. “My handwriting is so bad no one can read it, but at least it will be right,” he sighed and walked toward the board with a rag in his hand.

	“I can draw it for you,” I offered.

	He turned and looked at me, and I thought that he doubted my skills so without a word I raised the sketchpad and turned it to show him Poopy.

	“Shit,” he breathed. “Sorry. Wow, I didn’t –”

	I grinned at him, and asked, “So, do you want me to dr –”

	“You bet,” he cut me off and went behind the counter to get a big box of chalks.

	I wiped off the whole board even though he assured me that the “leafy spirals” were okay and if I’d just write the specials he’d be happy. As I wiped, I looked at the patterns Jack’s cousin had drawn, and the lines were surprisingly clear, but they were squiggly. I could see the faint traces of the gridlines she’d used to help her place the items correctly, and I wondered if she’d copied a sketch or someone else’s design. It looked almost like something a child would have done, I thought, but didn’t say anything and just kept wiping the board clean. 

	Then I outlined mountains at the bottom and added a few houses, some happy people, birds circling in the sky and proper swirls twining around it. I wrote his sandwiches in clear, straight, letters, and took a step back to look at it.

	“Holy cow,” he whispered.

	“Not done,” I said and got up on the chair to add small feathers here and there to fill in the gaps.

	I had filled in the last feather and leaned back to look at it when I felt two strong hands on my hips.

	“Hey,” Miller said as he picked me off the chair and turned me. 

	“You’re here,” I sighed, and smiled at him.

	“Yeah,” he murmured, but his eyes were on the board behind me. “You’ve been busy.”

	“Hell yes, and I’m never wiping off that board again,” Jack chimed in.

	I turned to him and scrunched up my nose.

	“It’ll get iffy, Jack. Just let me know, and I’ll do another one,” I said and then I almost bit my tongue. Why had I said that when I didn’t know if I would go to Norton ever again?

	“Wow,” Jack said, but was cut off by Miller.

	“I’ll drop her off here next time we’re around, Jack,” he said and grinned down at me, “That way, I’ll know you won’t go traipsing off to the moon… or even Main Street.”

	I tried to fake anger but it didn’t work at all, and I giggled stupidly instead. There would be a next time, and there was a we.

	“Are you ready to leave?” Miller asked calmly.

	“Did you save the cat?” I asked back.

	“Yeah. Looks like she’ll be fine,” he said with satisfaction.

	I walked over, ripped the drawing of Poopy from my sketch pad and put my things in my bag. Then I handed the photo and the drawing to Jack.

	“Thanks,” I said and added hesitantly, “If Mrs. McCullen wants it, she can have the drawing. If not then you can –”

	Throw it away, I meant to add, but he interrupted me.

	“Wants it? She’ll frame it and put it on her front door, Mary.”

	Wow. It was a drawing of a cat, so I was a little overwhelmed by his enthusiasm, although I guessed it was mostly because I’d helped him with the specials.

	“Let me see,” Miller said and pulled the paper out of Jack’s hand.

	He looked at it for a long time, and then he looked at me. His eyes had softened, and he looked so sweet I suddenly felt like crying.

	“Baby,” he murmured and stretched the paper out toward Jack.

	Then I was tucked to his side, we said our goodbyes and left Norton. I fell asleep in the car and woke up when Miller put me on the couch in Bo and Carson’s living room. It was dark outside, but he’d turned on a few lights and tucked a blanket around me.

	“Okay?” he asked.

	I just looked at him. The soft light reflected in his brown eyes and he smiled. Unable to stop myself, I raised a hand and moved it over his cheek. He froze, and I wanted to kick myself. I’d been caught up in a fantasy again, and I was about to apologize when he slowly leaned forward.

	“I’m going to kiss you, Mary,” he murmured.

	“Okay,” I breathed, and then he did.

	My mind went completely blank, and when he pulled back, I didn’t know what to think. The kiss had been fantastic, but I couldn’t interpret the look on his face. Then he smiled crookedly and murmured, “I wasn’t going to do that.”

	“I didn’t mind,” I whispered.

	His smile widened, but he didn’t kiss me again, and then he moved away.

	“Sweet dreams,” he murmured, got to his feet and left.

	I lay there, wondering what had happened, and why he hadn’t stayed with me, although I realized quickly that he’d been right to move away. For us to start anything at all would be incredibly stupid. Kit wouldn’t exactly be overjoyed, and I guessed that Miller knew just as well as I did that when it ended, everyone around us would be impacted. Maybe I could move back to Prosper, and we could meet there, I thought. None of the others had to know, and it wasn’t any of their business who I spent my time with. 

	 

	
Chapter Nine

	Snake

	When I woke up the next morning, Olly was sitting in a chair next to the couch, reading. He looked relaxed, and to my surprise, he wore glasses.

	“Hey,” I whispered and stretched.

	He turned his head slowly to look at me.

	“Don’t be afraid of me, Mary,” he said quietly.

	I remembered how he had looked that day when they rescued me, and how there had been bleeding men all over the floor. That whole situation had been scary, but I knew without a doubt that he wouldn’t hurt me.

	“I’m not afraid, Olly. Even then, in that place, I wasn’t afraid. Not of you,” I said.

	“I lost my temper,” he muttered, watching me warily.

	 I could see that he was very uncomfortable, but having been on a massive killing spree that you couldn’t quite control would probably not be something you wanted to re-hash.

	“I think that would qualify as the understatement of the year, Olly,” I said calmly and got to my feet. “I’m here if you want to talk, and if you don’t, then that’s fine too. Coffee?” I asked over my shoulder as I walked into the kitchen.

	“I hear you enjoyed Norton,” he said when he joined me.

	“I didn’t exactly see Norton, but I did enjoy Jack’s coffee shop,” I corrected him.

	“Norton enjoyed you,” he said.

	“What?” I asked into the fridge where I was surveying our breakfast options.

	“It’s all over the village, Mary. How Miller blew into town with a tiny girl, who had him wrapped around her little fingers.”

	Oh, shit.

	“Pancakes or French toast,” I squealed as if I hadn’t heard him.

	“Mary…” he rumbled.

	“Or eggs,” I said desperately. “Eggs has plenty of protein,” I continued and kept babbling, “You have a lot of muscles. Protein is good for muscles.”

	He pulled me backward gently and closed the fridge. Then he turned me and pushed my chin up until I faced him.

	“Everyone is happy, you know that, right?”

	“Sure,” I chirped.

	“You don’t look happy,” he said.

	“I’d be happy if you told me what you want for breakfast,” I snapped.

	“Pancakes,” he said after a while, and I got to work making him the damned pancakes.

	I wondered where Miller was but didn’t want to ask, and Olly didn’t tell me. Then Carson came home, looking like a worn our dish rag, and Olly left.

	That night I decided it was time to face what life would be like when I went back to my apartment. I’d given it a lot of thought and decided that I’d leave before Bo came back, so I’d stay one more night and then I’d pack my things and leave.  

	I told Carson I was going to sleep in the room I kept my things in, and that I’d be fine. The room wasn’t small, the bed was huge, and there were three lamps beside the one in the ceiling. I turned all of them on and opened the window. Then I thought that someone might crawl into my room through the window, so I closed it again. Then I closed the blinds.

	“Get a grip,” I muttered to myself and lay down on the bed.

	I must have dozed off because a feeling of water washing over my face woke me up. There was a putrid smell of mud in my nostrils, and a strangled cry pushed its way over my lips as I sat up, only to find myself in Bo and Carson’s pink guest room. I scooted backward until my back was pressed against the wall, and forced myself to breathe slowly. It took a few agonizing minutes but I made myself calm down enough to lay down, and it took some time to fall asleep again, but I did. I woke up two more times, but each time it was easier to relax, and when I woke in the morning, I was tired but happy. I would manage moving back to my own place.

	Miller sat at the kitchen table, and my heart skipped a beat. 

	“Hey, when did you come back?” I asked casually.

	“An hour ago,” he replied.

	I turned to get coffee when he didn’t say anything else, and my mind raced.

	“Olly said…” I started quietly because he needed to know what I’d heard. “They’re gossiping about me in Norton.”

	“Yeah, they would,” he sighed. “Don’t worry about it, I’ll talk to them.”

	“Okay,” I said, wondering what he’d tell them and not feeling okay at all. 

	I turned around, and our gazes met, but then Carson walked in, and I turned to smile at him.

	“I need to go to Prosper,” I chirped. “I have assignments to hand in, and I should go to my place.”

	I was planning to call from my condo, and let them know I’d stay there a few days.

	“I’ll take you,” Miller muttered.

	“I can drive if someone would just tell me where my car is,” I said sourly because him driving me would destroy my plans to stay in Prosper.

	He also didn’t look exactly excited about the prospect of spending a few hours with me.

	“Baby, don’t call that piece of shit a car,” he snorted. “It’s insulting to all other cars in this world. And I’ll take you.” 

	“Miller,” I said.

	“Mary,” he replied.

	“Children,” Carson said and opened the fridge.

	I tried to argue, but since my car apparently was stored somewhere my arguments fell flat, and we drove down to Prosper after breakfast. It took five minutes to hand in my assignments because the other students were away for the summer. The few teachers who were there had heard that I’d had pneumonia, but they assured me I looked good, and the looks they gave Miller told me that they thought he looked good too, which he did. He wore black jeans, and a tight gray tee and one of his tattoos showed just beneath the edge of the arm, making him look more like the badass he was with Hawker, and less like the veterinarian he was in Norton.

	When we closed the doors behind us, I stopped and turned to look at a wooden bench by the Library. The sun was out, and there wasn’t anyone around. I decided to tell him about a part of where I came from, and that would be a good place to do it.

	“Can we sit over there for a while?”

	“Sure,” he said.

	We sat in silence, and I raised my face toward the sun, smiling a little.

	“There used to be dumpsters here,” I said.

	“What?” he asked lazily.

	“Before they built the art department, there used to be dumpsters here,” I said, and added, “I used to sleep between two of them. Right here.”

	I turned to look at him, and he looked at me with his brows high on his forehead.

	“Did Wilder tell everyone about my family?” I asked, knowing that she would have.

	“Yeah,” he said. “I’m sorry, baby,” he added.

	“Me too,” I said. “They sent me to foster care, Miller, and I know there are good foster parents,” I paused a little and told him, “I just didn’t end up with any of those.”

	“Shit,” he muttered, but I turned to look straight ahead, and continued talking.

	“I was placed in three families, and they were bad. Really bad, Miller. To be fair, though, I wasn’t easy for them to handle. I hated the world, so I was angry all the time. I looked awful too,” I said.

	“Pretty sure you didn’t,” he murmured and took hold of my hand.

	“I was so full of grief,” I said. “I’d lost so much, and everything was warped in my mind. My family was going grocery shopping when they –” my breath hitched, but I kept talking, “I couldn’t eat for months without feeling nauseous. In my mind, I saw that shopping list Mom had written, every time.”

	I didn’t want to see the pity in his eyes, so I kept my eyes focused on a tree right in front of me.

	“I lost everything that day, and Mom used to brush my hair, so I cut it off.” He made a sound, but I ignored that, wanting to get it all out. “I took a knife and cut it off. That didn’t work so well for my foster mother, and it took a few weeks for the bruises to heal, but then they put me in another family. One that was worse.”

	“You were beaten?”

	“Yeah. A lot, Miller. So, they moved me again, but then I turned thirteen, and the dad in the last family tried to…”

	“Oh, honey,” he whispered when I trailed off, and I felt the hand holding mine twitch.

	“I ran away. He put his hand on my thirteen-year-old butt once, and I’d heard the other children talk about him. I knew exactly what lay ahead and I couldn’t do it, so I ran away. Lived on the streets down in Southie, found food in dumpsters, stole some, fought for the rest. Then I got a big makeup kit from one of the women, and she taught me how to use it. I thought she was so nice, but…”

	“She wanted you to look older,” Miller said grimly, clearly understanding that my friend had been a hooker and had planned for me to be the same.

	“Yes, although she did it out of kindness. She wasn’t going to use me, Miller. She wanted to help, and that was the only way she knew how to make money.”

	“Fu –” he started but clamped his mouth shut and glanced at me.

	“Couldn’t do that either,” I snorted. “But I looked older, and could pass as sixteen, at least with the fake ID I got, so I started working as a waitress, here and there. Coffee shops, lunch places.”

	“And you slept here?” he asked quietly.

	“Mostly,” I answered, and turned to him. “Then someone saved me. They took me away and gave me a place where I could belong. Taught me that life was so much more than surviving. They taught me how to live.”

	I smiled at him, and he raised a hand to brush back a few tendrils of hair that had escaped my braid.

	“Thank you for telling me,” he said.

	“I thought you should know,” I whispered. “I didn’t tell Wilder. I don’t want to.”

	“Then don’t,” he said. “None of their business.”

	“I don’t want to see their pity,” I murmured.

	“Baby, you wouldn’t. You’d see pride,” he stated immediately, and when I looked up at him, he explained. “I don’t pity you. I feel sorry that you had to go through that, but I mostly feel awe that you made it and pride that you’re so strong despite everything.”

	 He leaned down and pressed his cheek to mine, and whispered in my ear, “Resilient, Mary. I saw it but had no damned clue where you got it from, and I’m sorry.”

	We sat in silence for a while, and then I sighed. I had more things to tell him.

	“I’ll move back to my place,” I said.

	“Why?”

	“I need to get back to my life again,” I murmured. Then I gathered all my courage and whispered, “Maybe you could come there?”

	“What?” he said.

	I thought his voice sounded angry but refused to look at him.

	“The others wouldn’t have to know,” I explained.

	“Don’t be ridiculous,” he snapped.

	My heart sank, and I realized I’d misunderstood. He wasn’t interested in me. He’d been stuck with an injured leg and only me as company, so –

	“Mary, look at me,” he said, and when I didn’t, he used a hand to move my head around until I was facing him. “I’m not going to sneak into your place behind everyone’s backs like a dirty secret,” he said harshly.

	I closed my eyes because I didn’t want to see the angry look in his eyes.

	“Okay,” I said quietly. “I’m sorry.”

	“Baby, look at me,” he said again, and I opened my eyes.

	He didn’t look angry anymore, and I tried to smile.

	“We have nothing to hide, you get that, right?” he asked.

	Of course, he was right about that. We’d spent some time together, and shared a brief kiss, that was all. I was making too much out of it, and I realized that I was acting like an idiot.

	“Yes, of course, I do,” I said happily, and got to my feet. “We should go back.”

	He gave me a long look but got up too, and grabbed my hand, tugging me along.

	“Good,” he said, and added, “A few of Willy’s paintings are hanging in the library.”

	I knew that, though I hadn’t expected him to know.

	“Want to take a quick look at them before we find somewhere to get lunch?”

	I nodded mutely, and he grinned at my astonished face.

	“Bo told me,” he said. “No way I would have known if he hadn’t.”

	I was smiling as we walked up to the last of the paintings. I had loved it for a long time and had spent a lot of time reading in the library until they closed, and I had to go outside to sleep. I’d always tried to find a chair that faced the painting, and I’d sat for hours watching the old woman in a deep blue dress sitting so serenely at a table where there were a book and a bowl full of dark red roses.

	Then I straightened, took a step forward and leaned in close to the painting.

	“It’s fake,” I said.

	“What?”

	“Someone has replaced it with a copy. This is not the right painting.”

	Then I walked over to the visitor’s desk and told them to call the director of the art museum and the police.

	The police got there first, but shortly after, a man rushed in and introduced himself as the man responsible for the art hanging in the University buildings. He didn’t believe me, and when I insisted and pointed out what was wrong, he got impatient and told me about all his degrees, and his experience. When we’d argued for a while, Miller pulled his phone out from his pocket, pressed the screen and put it to his ear.

	“Wilder? Yeah, babe, Mary says one of Willy’s paintings in the library is fake, and the head douche in this place is being an ass about it. Talk to him?”

	Then he calmly stretched the phone out to the man, and I saw how a couple of the officers turned away to hide their grins. I don’t know what Wilder told the University official, but it took less than two minutes and then he stared at the screen. 

	“She hung up on me,” he said, dumbfounded.

	“I expect she did,” Miller said affably and picked the phone out of the man’s hand.

	The officers didn’t even try to hide their chuckles, and then a report was filed, the painting was taken down, and we were assured that analysis would be performed immediately. After that there was nothing for us to do, so we got in the car and drove home.

	Carson put a couple of plates on the table the second we stepped through the door, and he and Bo joined us, drinking coffee and listening as we told them about the painting. 

	“Will they find the one who did it, you think?” Carson asked his brother, but I answered him.

	“If it was done locally then it won’t be that difficult.”

	They stared at me, and I grinned.

	“It’s a small country, so the art community is not huge. It’s also not as easy to create a replica as you’d think, at least not if the original is more than, say ten years.”

	“Really?” Miller said and filled his plate for the second time.

	“Being a decent painter isn’t enough. You need to know about changes to colors with age, and what kind of brushes the artist used, the right canvas, and so on. There’s probably less than ten painters alive in the country that could have done what we saw today.”

	I laughed at their surprised faces, and added, “I’ll probably be on their short-list.”

	“Really?” Miller repeated, but he did it grinning.

	“Yeah,” I said. “There are a few more in the art department at the University, and some others…” I thought about it and added, “There was a woman at the department, years ago, although they still talk about her. Apparently completely useless at creating her own work. Clichéd and boring seems to be what most thought, though word was that she was exceptional at recreating what others did. There’s an old guy in one of the villages by the sea too. A natural according to gossip, which isn’t always reliable.”

	Then I filled my own plate with seconds and continued eating.

	“I don’t remember either of their names, though,” I added after a while. “Something girly… Bella, maybe? Common last name, like Anderson or Johnson. The dude is called George something.”

	“Prosper PD will find out,” Carson said, and I nodded.

	“I’m sure they will.”

	“How did you know?” Bo asked curiously. “That is wasn’t the real painting, I mean?”

	“It was the red,” I replied with my mouth full of potato.

	“Huh,” Carson muttered, and I raised my hand.

	Then I tucked some more potato in my mouth and, still chewing, I went to get a couple of acrylic paintings I’d done.

	“Here,” I said and put a painting of Miller’s kite on the table. “See this rusty red, here on the top of the wings, and in the tail? That’s what red looks like after many years. It loses its… I don’t know, sharpness, I guess.”

	They stared at the painting, and I put the next one down.

	“Now look at this. This is also a muted red, but it’s much brighter. There’s more crimson and –”

	I stopped talking when Miller grabbed my wrist and yanked me toward him.

	“What’s that?” he asked.

	I looked at him and said slowly, “It’s a dragon, Miller. I told Wilder and Jinx about it, didn’t they tell you? It’s the tattoo that man had. The one –”

	“A dragon,” he repeated.

	“Yes. It was on the inside of his wrist.”

	“Shit,” he said and turned to his brother. “You see it too?”

	“Yup,” Carson said.

	“Bo?” Miller asked.

	“Hell yeah,” Bo replied.

	“What?” I shouted.

	“That’s not a dragon, baby,” Miller said softly. “It’s a snake.”

	“Okay,” I said, not sure why this was important.

	He was pressing buttons on his phone, and muttered, “I’ll explain later, need to – Hawk, shit man, I’m sending a picture over, hang on…” He turned the phone, snapped a picture and pressed the screen a few times. Then Hawker’s pissed off voice sounded over the loudspeaker.

	“Where the hell did you get that, Mill?”

	“Mary just showed it to me. She painted it. It’s the dragon tattoo she told your daughter and Jinx about.”

	“Hell,” Hawker muttered.

	“Can someone please tell me what I’ve done wrong!” I shouted.

	“Nothing wrong,” Miller said, but added, “That snake you painted is the insignia of the biggest drug cartel in the west world, though.”

	“Why the hell are they interested in the crystal?” Hawker muttered, but added, “How long do you need?”

	“I’m leaving in thirty, have to set things up here first.”

	“Bee will need a few hours anyway. I’ll get Kit to stop by on his way from Prosper and add some security shit,” Hawker said.

	“Appreciate it,” Miller replied.

	“Later,” Hawker said, and the call was closed.

	Miller nodded to his brother, and they walked off, but I couldn’t just sit there in the kitchen and wait, so I called out to him.

	“Do you want me to pack up your things?”

	He turned, and I thought he looked surprised, but then he murmured, “Yeah, that’d be good. Thanks.”

	So I packed his clothes, and when I found a weapons bag under his bed, I pulled that out and was in the process of checking the rifles when he walked in.

	“Careful,” he murmured.

	“I know how to handle rifles, Mill,” I said calmly because I did. “Haven’t touched the smaller guns or the rest.”

	Then I slid the last rifle back in the bag, zipped it and stepped back.

	“I packed up everything, most in the bigger duffel, but some in the backpack in case you need to move around,” I said, feeling like an idiot because what did I know about how vigilantes wanted their bags packed. They could want suitcases with wheels for all I knew.

	He came to me then and put his big hands on each side of my neck.

	“Do not leave the property. Do not talk to anyone you don’t know. Do not use the net. No email. Only call Wilder, Hawker or me.”

	I blinked.

	“Okay?” he asked and shook me gently.

	“Okay, but –”

	“Mary, it might be nothing, but we don’t know. Hawker has some contacts in that organization, and Byrd is pulling strings. Olly is activating his hackers,” he said.

	“Okay,” I said.

	“I’ll have to leave,” he said and unzipped the weapons bag and started strapping knives and pistols on his body with alarming ease.

	I knew he was a warrior, although I’d ignored that and focused on the gentle veterinarian with the laughing, warm eyes. 

	“Please be careful,” I whispered.

	“Always am,” he said but he sounded preoccupied, so I walked out to the front porch where Carson and Bo were waiting.

	Miller walked past us and threw his bags in the back seat of his car. When it looked like he was about to get in the car and leave without even saying goodbye, I took a few steps down from the porch and yelled at him, “If I hear that you’ve operated on yourself again, Mill, I’ll be seriously pissed.”

	He raised his head and grinned at me. Then he closed the door and rounded the hood. His big hand framed my cheek as he leaned down and touched his forehead to mine.

	“I’ll be careful, baby,” he whispered.

	“Okay,” I replied.

	Then he straightened, looked at his brother and pointed at me. Carson flicked his fingers in a salute and Bo kissed his fingertips and blew him a kiss.

	Exactly twenty-eight minutes had passed since Hawker closed their call. I stood on the porch watching gravel spew as Miller drove away, following his taillights until they disappeared around the corner.

	Then he was gone.

	
Chapter Ten

	Sleep-sleep

	Kit stopped by to set up a security system, and he stayed a few hours but declined dinner.

	“Walk me to my car, Mary?” he asked, and I nodded.

	We hadn’t talked since before I got kidnapped, and I wanted to clear the air. The fact that I was staying with his family shouldn’t keep him away, and we’d been good friends. We should be able to find our way back to that, I thought.

	When Kit tried to take me in his arms, I realized that he had other ideas, so I sidestepped and smiled toward him in a way that I thought was friendly.

	“Mary,” he said, “It’s good that you’re here with Da and Bo. They’ll take care of you until I can –”

	“Kit, no,” I interrupted. “Please, don’t. We broke up, remember?”

	“Yes, but surely we can find our way back to each other?” he asked.

	I stared at him. Then I glared at him. A way back to each other? Was he for real? We’d not exactly been a love match made in heaven. We’d dated casually for a few months, and it had been lukewarm at best.

	“There is no us, Kit, and there never really was,” I told him.

	“There could be,” he retorted.

	“No,” I stated.

	“I’ll just leave you here and once this whole mess is over we can –”

	“No,” I said again.

	“Sweetie, don’t be like that. You wouldn’t be here with my parents if you didn’t think that we had a chance. I’ll –”

	“Kit, please listen to me and know that when I say no… I. Mean. No.” I said, almost shouting out the last words.

	I had no clue what had gotten into his head, but he needed to go away and think about what he was saying. I knew he wasn’t in love with me, and since he barely kissed me while we dated he wasn’t in lust with me either.

	“Mary, darling. We’re just right together, and you know –”

	“Son,” Carson rumbled from the porch, and I jerked around.

	Well, shit, I thought sourly. Why hadn’t he stayed inside?

	“Got some coffee for you,” Carson said and walked down the steps.

	He put his arm around Kit’s shoulders, turned him around and shuffled him toward the car, all in what seemed to be one fluid movement.

	“Da,” Kit started.

	“Stand down, son. The girl has said no, several times, and I taught you to respect that, didn’t I?”

	“But –”

	“Your pride is stung, and you’re worried. And you feel guilty. I get it, Kit,” Carson said, put the travel mug on the roof of the car and his hands on his son’s shoulders. “This will not end well for you, so back off before it ends up in a place that’s going to hurt.”

	Kit’s eyes darted between his father and the warm travel mug that was standing on his car. His precious, shiny car.

	“Boy,” Carson snorted, “You’re more interested in the polish of your car than talking about this. That should tell you something.”

	“Da,” Kit sighed but didn’t say anything else.

	“I know, son. Off you go now and call when you can. Be careful.”

	They shared a long look, and then Kit’s eyes swept over me. I looked away, partially because I was embarrassed but mostly because I was angry. Then I heard his car rumble, and walked inside, straight to my room where I started to pack up my things. There was no way I’d stay after that scene. Kit had even assumed I stayed with Caron and Bo because of him, which was ridiculous.

	“I can’t let you leave,” Carson said from the door.

	“I’m legally an adult, Carson, so I don’t see how you can stop me.”

	“Honey…” 

	He walked into the room, closed the door and sat down on the bed.

	“Sit down for a while,” he said.

	“No,” I said, and I heard how juvenile it sounded, but I didn’t care and kept folding my clothes.

	Then I realized that they’d given me all of that, and I couldn’t take them with me, so I pushed the piles to the side and looked around. Most of my paints and brushes were out in the barn, so I threw the drawing pads and a box of pens into my big tote bag. 

	“Mary, sit down,” Carson said, and when I opened my mouth to protest, he repeated sternly, “Sit.”

	I guessed I owed him that, at least, so I sat down without looking at him.

	“Kit feels so much guilt, Mary,” he said, and my eyes flew to him.

	“What?” I breathed. “Why?”

	“He let you leave, and they took you to that place.”

	“But –”

	“He doesn’t love you,” Carson went on.

	“I know that,” I said.

	“Bo and I knew from the start that it wouldn’t last, sweetie. We don’t blame either of you for that. It just wasn’t right.”

	“I can’t stay, Carson. I can’t continue to pretend you’re family when it hurts those who really are.”

	“Kit will be fine,” he said and pushed my face up until our eyes met. “I love my son, Mary…” he paused and smiled crookedly before he added, “But I love my brother too.”

	I felt a blush creep up my cheeks and he chuckled.

	“It’s not…” I started, had no clue what to say, and tried again, “We’re not…”

	He started laughing, and I felt ridiculous.

	“I know. But it will, and you will,” he said. “So, Mary, I’m not letting you leave.”

	I opened my mouth, though since I had absolutely nothing to say, I closed it again.

	“Exactly,” he said. “Let’s go and see how badly Bo has ruined dinner for us, shall we?”

	As it turned out, he’d ruined it completely, but he called for pizza and went out to the gate to collect it. 

	“I used to work in a pizza place,” I said. “If I ever get a house, then I’m so going to invest in a proper pizza oven.”

	“You baked pizzas?” Bo asked.

	“Nah, I was a waitress. The guy doing the pizzas liked me though, and it was mostly deliveries anyway, so he let me help him.”

	“Yeah, I can see why he liked you,” Bo chuckled. 

	We’d talked several times about how I worked my way through University, and they knew a little about my background, but these two men had taken me in when I needed help, and I couldn’t give them much back, but I should give them me. 

	“I told Wilder about my parents,” I started.

	“We know, honey,” Carson said quietly.

	“I didn’t tell her everything,” I said. “I didn’t tell them about…” 

	And then I told them about my years in foster care, and my years on the streets of Prosper. They asked a lot of questions, and I answered every one. Then I told them about home, and about how I’d restarted my life when I was fourteen. When I finally finished speaking, I felt completely drained, but also relieved, almost cleansed as if talking about my history had washed away some of it.

	“I don’t talk about this a lot,” I said. “The others don’t know. Miller knows most of it and the others…” I trailed off, not sure how to explain my unwillingness to share.

	It wasn’t that I was embarrassed, at least not exactly. Mostly, it was because I’d been so afraid it would hurt too much.

	“We won’t gossip,” Bo said, and I grinned at him.

	“Bet that hurts,” I giggled.

	“Like what you asked your relatives to do,” he said, “A pineapple, Mary? I salute your creativity.”

	I laughed then.

	“I was so angry. My aunt was standing there, and the last time I’d seen her was when she dropped me off with social services. I wanted to punch her straight in her face, and if she hadn’t looked so much like Mom, I would have.”

	“They looked the same?”

	“Oh yeah, they did. They were identical twins, so she looked exactly like Mom.”

	“She let her twin sister’s child go into the system?”

	“Yeah,” I sighed.

	I could tell that Bo wanted to say something that probably wouldn’t be very nice, but Carson slowly moved his hand under the table, and I guessed he squeezed Bo’s leg to hold him back.

	“Dessert!” Bo exclaimed instead.

	After that, the days passed by much like they had before. Carson told me that there was a flurry of activities going on, but I didn’t hear from Miller and tried to not think about what they were doing. I started sleeping in the incredibly pink guest room, and woke up sometimes but managed to calm down every time. Carson took me to pick up my car and then I spent some time with Bo at his store. I worried about Miller and the others, so after a few days, I asked Carson if he’d heard from any of them.

	“Yeah, talked to Kit for a few minutes yesterday. They had some… issues with their prisoners, so interrogations aren’t going as expected. They want to hunt down the last men that held you prisoner and find that man from Marshes. The Ophidians are an issue, although Hawker got word that it was once of their cells operating rogue, and that would be a relief if it’s true.”

	My mind whirled with the information he’d apparently gotten out of his son in a few minutes. Issues with prisoners? Cells? I focused on the part I understood the least.

	“Ophidians?”

	“The drug cartel, Mary.”

	Oh.

	“Issues with prisoners?” I asked.

	“You’re sure you want to know?” he replied, and I wasn’t, but I needed to know, so I nodded.

	“They killed themselves. Had some kind of capsules with poison on them,” he said calmly

	I reared back and gasped like an idiot.

	“What did they do with the bodies?” I breathed, imagining how they wrapped them with thick chains and let them slide into the ocean. Or something.

	“Mary…” he chuckled. “The authorities are involved. They killed themselves in state prison.”

	Oh. So much for thinking they were all badass vigilantes operating completely outside the law.

	“Okay,” I said, because what else was there to say?

	Then my phone rang. I jumped and stared at it as if it was a bomb, but then I saw the name on the screen.

	Miller.

	“Hey,” I said.

	“You okay?” he murmured.

	“Yes. You?” I asked.

	“I’m good. With a little luck, this’ll be over by tomorrow.”

	I swallowed and nodded stupidly.

	“Mary…” he said when I remained silent.

	“Are you careful?” I asked.

	“Haven’t operated on anyone yet,” he said, and I giggled quietly.

	“That’s better,” he murmured. “Is Carson around?”

	“Yes,” I said.

	There was a pause, and then he chuckled.

	“Mary… Can I talk to him?”

	Oh.

	“Yes,” I said quickly and moved the phone toward Carson, but pulled it back and whispered, “I’ll be here.”

	“Sweetie,” he murmured, and his voice was so tender, but I knew he needed to do whatever it was he needed to do so I took a deep breath.

	“Here’s Carson.”

	Then I handed the phone over to his brother and listened shamelessly on the one side of the conversation that I could hear.

	“Yeah, okay,” There was a longer silence, and finally Carson sighed, and murmured “Right. Good luck. Let us know, yeah? Kit too.”

	Then he closed the call and handed me the phone back.

	“They’ve tracked that man from Marshes down, and will go after him and the remaining men tonight,” he said, frowned and continued, “They’re worried the Ophidians will retaliate.”

	“Okay,” I said. “I know how to shoot a rifle,” I added, which made him grin.

	“I’m not so worried, Mary. We’ll activate the security system tonight, and that should be enough.”

	“Okay,” I repeated, but since there wasn’t anything else I could do, I spent the rest of the evening pacing the living room and checking my phone. Then I tried to sleep and faked it so Carson and Bo would go to bed, although there was no way I could close my eyes when I knew that Miller, Wilder and my other friends were out there in the night somewhere, hunting the men who had held me prisoner. After a while, I walked out on the porch and sat on the soft couch placed against the wall, watching the forest. Carson had placed weapons by every entrance into the house, and a few other places, so I’d grabbed the rifle on my way out and held it across my lap. Nobody would enter the house from this side, I vowed, and no one would hurt my friends while they slept.

	I remained where I was as the hours slowly passed, scanning the surroundings, and waiting for dawn. When a bird suddenly screeched, I got to my feet and raised the gun, but the night was silent. I turned and squealed. Carson stood in the door, holding a long rifle aimed at the forest but looking at me.

	“Heard something,” he muttered. 

	When there were no other sounds, we sat down on the couch and waited as the night started shifting into gray dawn. Suddenly there was movement in the trees to the side of the house, so I got to my feet, raised the rifle, and felt Carson at my side.

	“Don’t come closer or I’ll shoot, and it won’t be a warning shot,” Carson called out.

	There was a short silence, and then we heard a deep voice.

	“You’ve locked the front door.”

	Miller.

	“Jesus, brother,” Carson muttered.

	I lowered the rifle mutely. My brain had registered that it was Miller, but I hadn’t expected him, so I just stood there. Carson pulled the weapon gently out of my hands and smiled at his brother as he walked up the steps to the porch, tired, muddy, and full of cuts and bruises. My knees gave out under me, so I sat down abruptly.

	“Kit’s fine,” Miller murmured, and crouched down, putting his hands on either side of my legs. “We got them all. You don’t have to worry anymore, baby.”.

	“I wasn’t afraid, Miller. You were the one who worried. I knew you’d keep me safe,” I whispered.

	He watched me in silence and something I couldn’t identify passed over his face.

	“I’ll leave you,” Carson said. 

	I turned to him, but his eyes were on his brother.

	“A long time ago, I was afraid and confused. I’d just met Bo, and had no clue how to deal with that,” he said quietly. “You sat me down and told me that happiness was precious and hard to find, so I needed to grab it with both hands and hold on tight. I’m passing that message back to you now, brother.”

	They shared a long look and whatever Carson saw in his brother’s eyes made him smile softly.

	“I’ll wake Bo up, and we’ll head out for a while. We’ll be back tomorrow.”

	I didn’t say anything, and neither did Miller, not until Carson’s footsteps had faded away.

	“I should know better, baby, but I’m giving in now.”

	“What?” I asked.

	“Let’s get you to bed,” he said and got to his feet.

	When he leaned down to lift me off the couch, I jumped up.

	“I’ll walk, and you need a shower.”

	“Yeah,” he said and put an arm around me, tucking me closely into his side.

	I sat on the bed in my room and listened to the shower. Then Miller walked out with a towel around his hips and nothing else, and my mouth went dry.

	“We’re both tired, honey. Can we sleep for a while, and talk later?” he asked gently.

	“Okay,” I said, and I wished I’d sounded a little bit more mature and a lot less breathy.

	I moved the cover to the side, and when I turned, he’d put on a pair of boxer briefs, but nothing else. 

	“Mary,” he said, and leaned his head a little to the side. “I’m going to sleep with you. Is that okay?”

	“Sleep-sleep… or sleep?” I asked, and when his eyes lit up with laughter, I could have kicked myself because it sounded so stupid.

	“Both,” he said and moved toward me.

	I laughed breathlessly but didn’t know what to say, so I got into bed, and so did he. I expected it to feel awkward, but it wasn’t. He was on his back, and of its own accord, my body rolled into his side. He put his arm around me, and I let my hand slide down his chest to rest on his abs. I thought he’d fallen asleep, when I suddenly heard him murmur drowsily, “Sleep-sleep now, baby, and… sleep when we wake up, okay?”

	I nuzzled my chin against his shoulder and replied quietly, “Yeah.”

	That was absolutely okay, and I thought that I’d never relax after what he said, but after a few minutes I heard his breaths evening out, and just a little while later, mine did too.

	
Chapter Eleven

	You’ll regret this

	I was pressed to Miller's side, watching his relaxed face and how his mouth curved in a smug smile. He should look satisfied, though. After a few hours of sleep, I’d woke up by his hands slowly moving over me, and we’d made love. That’s what it felt like to me, at least, and as I’d watched the gentle look on his face, I thought he felt the same. Except for eating a very late dinner, we’d stayed in my bed. We’d talked about how they’d captured the men, and about what would happen to them, but we’d deliberately avoided talking about the future, pushing it forward to another time. Mostly we didn’t talk at all, though, and I smiled because it had felt as if he couldn’t get enough of me, and since I couldn’t get enough of him, that felt good.

	I was so busy staring at him that his hand moving over my ribs startled me, and I gasped.

	“Baby?” he chuckled.

	“I thought you’d be tired,” I mumbled. 

	The hair on his chest tickled my lips a little, and I smiled.

	“Uh-uh,” he murmured as he rolled over me and started trailing his lips along my jaw.

	“Are you really sure you’re thirty-something?” I asked but could have kicked myself when he stopped moving.

	“Yeah,” he said and raised his head.

	“Is that a problem?” I asked, desperately hoping that he wouldn’t start talking about me being too young. Not yet.

	“Not for me,” he said. “Not sure about you.”

	Damn.

	It was going to be a problem. 

	“Age is just a number,” I whispered. 

	“That’s easier to say when you’re twenty-something,” he retorted.

	“Mill, I feel like fifty most of the time, and you have the stamina of a fifteen-year-old,” I said lightly. “It’ll only be a problem if we make it a problem.”

	His eyes were on me, and suddenly they softened.

	“Like a fifteen-year-old,” he murmured and lowered his head again to nip my neck gently. “That sounds like a challenge…”

	My squeal turned into laughter, and then he kissed me.

	“What in the hell,” an angry voice barked out by the door, and we jerked around to find Kit standing there, looking like a thundercloud.

	He turned around and disappeared, and my eyes met Miller’s.

	“Shit,” I whispered.

	“Yeah,” he sighed. “I’ll talk to him.”

	“I should –”

	“No, baby, you shouldn’t. This is for me.”

	He rolled out of bed, pulled his jeans and tee on and walked out of the room, pulling his hands through his hair as he walked.

	“What the hell are you doing?” Kit shouted, and I heard Miller’s deep voice murmur something.

	I got dressed, pulled my hair back in a braid, and then I walked out to face my ex-boyfriend, of sorts, who happened to be the nephew of my current lover. What a mess, I thought.

	They were by the door, and when Kit saw me, he sneered, and hissed, “No wonder you played so hard to get.”

	“Kit,” I said slowly.

	“Baby, go back to your room,” Miller murmured. “You’re not helping.”

	“Baby,” Kit snorted. “She is that.” Then he turned to me again, “I guess fucking grandpa over there was an experience.”

	His ugly words made me take a step backward, and I was about to shout at him when I saw Carson and Bo in the open door. They just stood there, taking in the scene in front of them. At the same time, Miller moved, and he moved so quickly Kit had no chance to react before he was picked up by a strong hand underneath his jaw and pressed up against the wall.

	“I get that you’re pissed, boy. But you’re pissed at me, not her, so keep your focus where it should be.”

	“She’s just a slut,” Kit grunted, and I thought Miller would strangle him.

	This jerked Carson and Bo into motion, and they both started dragging Miller off his nephew. Then Hawker walked through the door, and it took him less than a second to understand what was going on. He gave me a look that was so menacing I took a few more steps back.

	“That’s right,” he growled. “Back all the way into that room of yours. You need to disappear.”

	I did what he told me, and heard how they all shouted at each other.

	“Stop it!” Carson roared, finally, and this got everyone’s attention.

	I sank down on the bed and exhaled. This was worse than anything I ever could have imagined, and it turned out it had only started.

	“Kit, get in the kitchen and calm the hell down. Bo, stop pushing Miller around and join him,” Carson barked out, and I could hear his army training in his voice.

	“You do not get to give me orders, Carson,” Bo shouted right back. “Our boy is –”

	“I know what our boy is, Bo, so get in the kitchen with him and dry his tears for heaven’s sake,” Carson roared.

	“She was my girlfriend,” Kit yelled, and I gasped.

	“Was. And I warned you about this, son,” Carson rumbled.

	“You’re taking his side, Da? You’re on his side and not on mine?”

	“It isn’t about sides,” Carson growled, and then I heard Bo say something that sounded nasty, and I started crying. 

	I was breaking up their family. I loved Miller, but I couldn’t be responsible for this. He’d get tired of his young girlfriend, and then where would he be? 

	“Hawk, calm him down,” I heard Carson order, and realized that the shouting had stopped.

	Then there was a long silence, and I got to my feet, hoping that they’d all moved away from the front door. I had to get away from them. You need to disappear. That’s what Hawker had said, and he was right. If I left, they could sit down and talk like the adults they were, and I wouldn’t have to listen to Miller tell me that he chose his family over me, which I knew he would, and even agreed that he should. Why pick someone like me over the close bond he had with his brother and Bo?

	I threw some underwear and a couple of t-shirts in my bag, and then I heard Hawker.

	“Is it worth it?”

	“Is Sloane worth it?” Miller retorted, and it was clear that he hadn’t calmed down even a little.

	“Don’t compare Sloane with fucking a twelve-year-old,” Hawker sneered, and Miller exploded.

	“Go to hell,” he roared, and I heard a loud thump.

	They were clearly fighting, and I realized that I was breaking up Miller’s friendship with Hawker too. I flipped through my sketch pad until I found a blank page, grabbed a pen and wrote “I’ll call you,” on it. 

	Suddenly footsteps echoed through the house, and I heard Carson’s voice, shouting at them both. I put the paper on the bed, opened the window, and had swung one leg over when Hawker spoke again, and his words cut right through me. 

	“You’ll regret this.”

	I closed my eyes.

	There it was. 

	I didn’t want to hear Miller’s reply, but I wasn’t fast enough getting out through the window. The voice that had been so soft when he whispered sweet words to me while we made love was suddenly hoarse and resigned. 

	“Yeah, Hawk, I know I will. There’s no need for you to tell me that.”

	I slid the window shut and was walking toward my car when I heard Miller call out from the house. I stopped and closed my eyes, but didn’t turn.

	“Baby,” he said, and I could hear him approaching.

	Then Kit was shouting inside the house, and I heard Bo yelling too.

	“Miller,” I said calmly and turned around. “Look, things are not good here, and you need to –”

	“You’re leaving?” he asked.

	His face looked guarded, and I swallowed.

	“Just for a while,” I said. “You need time, and you have to see to your family.”

	“I don’t need any goddamned time,” he growled, but I spoke over him immediately.

	“Yes, you do, honey. You have to sort out the mess inside. I can’t be responsible for –”

	“You’re not responsible for the idiots inside,” he snapped.

	“Maybe,” I agreed even though I disagreed completely. “But this is tearing your family apart.”

	We looked at each other in silence and then I heard Kit yell at the top of his lungs, “I hate you right now!”

	I flinched, and so did Miller.

	“I’ll leave for a while. Hawker was right, Mill, I need to disappear. I’ll call –”

	I was interrupted when Bo rushed out on the porch.

	“Mill, you have to come!” he yelled. “Carson and Kit are fighting, and Hawk can’t break them up.”

	“Go,” I whispered.

	“Baby…”

	“I’ll call,” I said and turned toward my car, thinking that it’d be easier for him if I just took the decision out of his hands.

	I didn’t look back until just before the road turned. I’d told Miller to go inside, and he had, so no one was watching me leave. I went over the mountain to the house Jinx had bought to have as a retreat. I’d decorated it for her, so I knew where the spare key was hidden, and I thought it would be a good first stop. I was crying a little as I pulled the key out from its unoriginal hiding place under a flower pot by the front door, and let myself in. I didn’t turn on any lights, and went straight to Jinx’ bedroom, closed the blinds, crept under the covers, and continued crying. I didn’t sleep much that night. Mostly, I lay curled up in a ball, wondering how things could have gone so bad so quickly. Everything had happened fast, but however I twisted things around in my head, I knew I’d done what was right for Miller and his family when I left. Kit had been furious, though when I thought about it, he’d been so very wrong, and also overreacted in a way that I couldn’t understand. When I thought about Carson and Bo, I started crying again. They had done so much for me, and they had been so angry. I wasn’t sure if they were upset with me, Miller or Kit. Maybe it was a little with all of us, but it didn’t matter. They were still angry, and if they hadn’t invited me to stay in their home, that ugly fight wouldn’t have happened.

	The bright sun woke me up early the next morning, and I realized that I should have gotten Jinx dark curtains for her bedroom window. I’d enjoyed getting furniture for her little house, and had added small things to make it cozy without finishing it off completely, thinking that she would want to do that herself. On the wall over the bed, I’d put two paintings that had been part of Wilder’s grandfather’s collection. Very few of his items came on the market, so when I heard about them, I’d snapped them up quickly, knowing that Jinx had liked the old man and would appreciate having a small memory of him. There was no way she’d move to the house, though. She’d taken to the beach and the way of life in Marshes immediately, and she and Dante might want to use the house as a weekend cabin, but I doubted it, so I should tell her about the paintings. Perhaps she’d want to bring them to her home by the sea instead, and since they were done in shades of blue with a few red splashes, I thought they’d look good by the ocean.

	As I walked around in the spacious living room, I thought about my options. I could go home to Prosper, but I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to go to Norton either, partially because it was Miller’s home though mostly since Hawker’s words still hurt. Marshes, I decided. I’d go to Jinx and Dante in Marshes. They’d let me stay, and I could think about things there.

	I dug my phone out from the bottom of my bag and stared at it. I had several missed calls from Miller, a voice message, and three text messages. There were messages from the others too. Two from Bo, the same from Carson. One from Kit. Several from my girlfriends. 

	With hands that shook, I opened the text messages from Miller, but they were short. “Call me,” and, “At least let me know you’re okay,” and finally, angrily, “Mary, what the hell?”

	I listened to his short voice message, and it was mostly just another order to call him. I’d have to let them all know I was okay, I thought. Feeling like a coward, I sent text messages to Carson, Bo, and Wilder. Then I called Jinx, and she clearly knew that something had happened, but she didn’t ask any questions and told me calmly to come and said that we’d talk when I got there. I stared at my phone for a long time, and then I called Miller.

	“Baby,” he said before the first signal had gone through.

	“Hey,” I whispered.

	“Where are you?”

	“I’m on my way to Marshes,” I said. “I’ll be with Jinx and Dante for a few days.”

	He was silent for a long time.

	“You need time,” I said.

	“I told you yesterday, Mary, I don’t need –”

	“You do,” I insisted. “Maybe I do too,” I admitted.

	“Okay,” he said immediately. 

	We were silent for a long time again, and I heard him breathing. Tears started running down my cheeks, and I tried to hide it, but he heard.

	“Baby, don’t cry,” he murmured.

	“They were so angry,” I sniffled.

	“It’s okay,” he said.

	I wasn’t sure what he meant, and nothing was okay at all, but I didn’t want to talk about it until I had calmed down a little. 

	“I’ll call you,” I said.

	“You don’t have to go,” he replied quietly.

	“Yeah, Mill, I have to. I can’t…”

	I started crying again, and I heard him sigh.

	“Okay,” he said.

	He sounded tired, and I knew that this whole situation was hard on him. 

	“I’ll call,” I said again, and without hesitating, I closed the call.

	I sat on the back porch for a while, trying to gather my thoughts. Suddenly a bird swept down through the trees and landed on the porch rail in front of me. It was a red kite, and I recognized it immediately.

	“Hey,” I whispered, and it tilted its head to the side. “Tell him I said hey to him too,” I continued, feeling better knowing I could talk to him without the rest of the world listening and judging. “Tell him, I’m sorry. I never meant to destroy his family.”

	The bird screeched, and my brows went up. It sounded… angry? 

	Oh God, I thought. Am I destroying his relationship with the bird too?

	“Tell him I’m sorry,” I repeated.

	Then I drove down from the mountains to the small village by the beach where my friends lived. Jinx was waiting by the gates, and I walked straight into her arms.

	“I’ve messed up,” I said and felt tears fill my eyes again. “God,” I said and wiped my cheeks, “I’m sorry.”

	“Come,” she said calmly. “Let’s go home and talk, Wilder and Mac are already here.”

	We sat down in Jinx and Dante’s big living room, and I looked at my friends.

	“Do you want to talk to the girls alone?” Dante asked quietly.

	I shook my head. They’d all hear about the mayhem I’d caused and I’d rather they heard it from me.

	“I slept with Miller,” I said.

	“Jesus,” Mac winced. “We know, Mary, so please, spare us the details.”

	I couldn’t hold back a startled giggle, and he winked at me. Wilder nudged him and hissed something, but I suddenly felt better. Mac hadn’t acted as if it was something particularly odd about Miller and me doing the deed. Maybe I had overreacted when I’d left so abruptly?

	Then I went on to tell them about how we’d started something, and how happy I’d been. And finally, I told them how Kit had called Miller grandpa, and me a slut. Dante frowned and was about to say something, when I added quietly, “I broke up their family. Carson and Bo were fighting, and Kit was so angry. I couldn’t be responsible for that. And then Hawker came.”

	My voice broke a few times, but I managed to get out what Hawker had said and how Miller had agreed. I didn’t look at Wilder and when I stopped talking there was a long silence.

	“I’ll kill him,” Wilder said in a voice that was completely void of emotions.

	My eyes flew to her then, and I’d never seen her look so scary before.

	“Wilder,” I breathed, but she raised a hand, and I stopped talking again.

	“He’s an ass a lot of the time, and that’s okay because he doesn’t mean it. It’s mostly noise, and no one cares. Kit has some issues, and he needs to get a grip, but my damned dad stepped over a line with that comment, Mary.”

	Our gazes held, and finally, I spoke again.

	“It was so ugly, Wilder.” I had calmed down again, and added softly, “Hawker and Mill will have to work together. They have the birds, and they must get along, but I was breaking them up too.”

	I sighed, and my eyes burned suddenly.

	“Don’t you see?” I whispered. “I’m nothing. But Mill has a family, friends, his bird, and his work. I was breaking it all into pieces, and they needed some time without me destroying things.”

	“I wasn’t your –” Jinx started, but I cut her off.

	 “They didn’t fight like that before I got into their family, so yes… it was about me. I just forgot, Jinx. I forgot that good things never last.”

	“Mary, no,” Jinx murmured.

	“Yes,” I declared. “I lost my family, and all my relatives, you know that. Then I ended up in foster homes, and they were so bad… They beat me for years and tried to molest me, so I ran away.”

	“God,” Wilder murmured.

	“More than a year,” I said, and they stared at me. “For more than a year I lived on the streets, and I tried so hard to make something good out of it, but I just couldn’t catch a single damned break. Then finally…” I trailed off and smiled weakly at the memory.

	“Joelle and Reuben took me away from Prosper, to their home, and things were good. They were kind, and I slowly learned how to laugh. I started letting my hair grow, and they taught me how to live again. They were too old to take on more foster children, but they had a good track record, and they fought for me. No one had fought for me in a long time, and they swore they’d win, but something was wrong. I had fallen out of the systems. It was as if I didn’t exist, and the process drew out. I didn’t care. We were so happy, and I thought that finally…”

	I stopped talking, but they didn’t say anything, so I swallowed. Then I told them.

	“Joelle got cancer six months later, and she fought that too. God, how she fought. We all did. She lasted three years, and I was at her side every day, but then she lost. I lost that fight too.”

	A few tears trailed down my cheeks when I turned to Jinx again.

	“I forgot. I should have known that good things don’t last.”

	There was a long silence, and then Dante leaned forward.

	“We don’t have a lot in Marshes, and there’s no fancy museum or any galleries where you can work. But I promise you, Mary. You can stay here in the village for as long as you like, and if Miller is a bigger fool than I think he is, then you have a home here forever. One that lasts.”

	His beautiful face was serious, and I pressed my lips together to stop myself from bawling uncontrollably.

	 

	
Chapter Twelve

	Curveballs

	“You really need to get your shit together,” Wilder said calmly. 

	“What?” I asked.

	I’d been in Marshes two days and had spent most of that time sitting on the beach, thinking about my life. I’d sent a text message to Miller, telling him where I was, and he’d replied with a short, “I know.”

	“They’ve all been here, or most of them, at least,” Wilder told me, and went on when I raised my brows, “Dante is holding everyone back, Mary.”

	“Eventually they’ll ignore him, and you’d better know what to say when you find one of them in my living room,” Jinx added.

	“Them?” I asked weakly.

	“Miller or Carson will be the first to snap,” Wilder said calmly. “Bo makes a lot of noise, but he’s a marshmallow, so he’ll do what Carson tells him to do.” She turned to me and added, “Dad knows to stay away, though.”

	Then she wiggled her hand a little and grinned. There was a huge bruise on it, and her knuckles were scraped.

	“Wilder, no?” I said, putting it as a question even though I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what she’d done.

	“Hell, yes,” she muttered.

	“Mary, honey, she’s right. You need to plan,” Jinx pushed, and I looked at her. 

	“Of course,” I said, and sighed. “Can I rent your house?”

	“What?”

	“I need to have somewhere to live for a while.” I paused, thinking about what to do. “Right,” I said resolutely and started picking up the pieces that were my life. “I’ll schedule my final exams, and then I’ll take a break. I don’t like my condo in Prosper anyway, so I’ll let that go, and if I can rent your house, I’ll stay there. I’ll paint some, and maybe I could do some freelance work, or –”

	“Mary!” Wilder shouted.

	“What?” I asked.

	“Jesus. Miller?” she asked back.

	I blinked, and forced myself to smile, happily and widely.

	“Oh, don’t worry about that. I’ll be fine. I won’t join your gatherings for a while, though I’m sure over time we’ll figure something out,” I said, and my voice was slightly forced although to my satisfaction, calm and even.

	“You have to talk to him,” Wilder said. “There are –”

	“No,” I cut her off and raised my hand when it looked like she’d protest. 

	“Mary,” Mac started.

	“I’ll go for a walk,” I blurted out, and then I walked out of the house, and down to the beach. 

	When I’d calmed down, I started planning, for real and not the stupid plans I’d told my friends. I would have to talk to Miller. I’d panicked, and I hadn’t given him a chance to explain, but I would. I’d try to make him understand my side, though he was stubborn so maybe he wouldn’t. I told myself that I wouldn’t walk straight into his arms if he asked me to, but I loved him, and I knew I would. Maybe that wouldn’t be so bad, I thought. I’d get some more time with him. We could make it work. If I talked to Kit alone, I could perhaps calm him down. I couldn’t go to Carson and Bo’s, and that thought hurt, but I knew they had to be upset with how things had been. I’d send them an email with my apologies, I thought. 

	“Honey,” Jinx murmured next to me.

	“What?” I said, hoping that my voice was happy enough to fool them.

	“It’s okay if you don’t want to talk about Miller. We shouldn’t have pushed,” she murmured and sat down next to me.

	Dante was there too, and he sat next to her.

	“I love him, Jinx,” I said. “I can’t live in a world where he’s unhappy. I owe Carson and Bo so much, and I never meant to hurt Kit. I have to find a way –”

	“You’re not responsible,” she interrupted.

	“I’m not sure that leaving them was for the best, Mary. He looked like shit when he was here,” Dante murmured. “Carson was with him, and he looked like crap too.”

	I felt a small twinge of hope, and of their own accord, my lips curved. Maybe I’d have a little more time with him after all.

	“But of course you can use my house if that’s what you really want Mary,” Jinx murmured, and added, “Give me a hug.”

	“What?” I said because she hadn’t hugged me ever before unless I hugged her first.

	She turned toward me, wrapped her arms around me and held on tight for a little while.

	“That’s the rent for the first year,” she said, but winked and went on, “I warn you, next year I’ll double it.”

	“I don’t have much money, Jinx, but I’ll pay rent,” I said.

	“Pooh. I have so much money in the bank I could buy a whole suburb to Twin City,” she said with a grin.

	Dante straightened, and his mouth fell open.

	“Uh, Nellie,” he said. “Is there something you haven’t told me?”

	“There are probably many things I haven’t told you, honey,” she replied calmly.

	“You have a savings account with that kind of cash?” he asked, in a voice that sounded oddly strangled. 

	“Not cash, I’m not that stupid. Stocks, mostly. Some government bonds.”

	“How much?” he asked. 

	She told him, and his face went pale. Then he swallowed a few times, collecting himself. 

	“Okay,” he finally said. 

	“Okay,” she said. 

	Her face gentled, and then he put his hand on her shoulder, and murmured, “I guess we’ll have enough to put our kids through University then.”

	She giggled, and replied calmly, “Yeah, baby, we have enough for that.” 

	“Okay,” he repeated with a slow smile, and I could have kissed him. 

	The curveballs life threw you when you built a life with someone like Jinx Sweetwater wasn’t for everyone, but he was steady as a rock and just calmly dealt with whatever happened. 

	My phone made a sound, and since it had been silent for the past days, I jumped. My heart leaped when I saw it was a message from Miller.

	“Miss you.”

	That was all it said but I still smiled, and then I got another message. It was an image he’d taken of himself, and he was making such a fake sad face, I started laughing. Then I turned the phone around and showed my friends.

	“What are you going to do, Mary?” Jinx asked, and I noticed how she put her hand on Dante’s, which I guessed meant they talked silently in each other’s mind.

	“I’ll call him,” I said.

	I missed him too, and maybe there would be a way to sort everything out. I had to try, I decided.

	“Good,” Jinx said and got to her feet.  “Come, Dante. There’s no need for us to hear Miller grovel.”

	“Don’t be silly, Nellie. I totally want to hear that,” Dante said, but they walked off anyway.

	I took a deep breath, and then I made the call.

	“Baby,” Miller murmured, and I could hear him moving.

	I closed my eyes and smiled.

	“Yeah,” I said.

	“Are you okay?” he asked.

	“Yeah,” I said again. “Where are you?”

	“Norton,” he said, and I opened my eyes. 

	“Are they still –”

	“I wish you hadn’t left,” he murmured.

	“You needed –”

	“If you tell me again that I needed time I’ll scream, swear to God, Mary.”

	I blinked. 

	“But –”

	“This is ridiculous, baby. I’m working tomorrow, but then I’ve got some time. Can I come to Marshes so we can talk about what happened?”

	I didn’t have to think about what to answer. 

	“Yes.”

	“Good. I’ll let you know when I leav –” 

	There was a loud crash in the background, and I heard Hawker growl something that sounded unpleasant. Miller swore softly.  

	“Is Hawker angry?” I asked.

	“When isn’t he angry?” Miller asked back, and it sounded as if he didn’t know whether to laugh or curse.

	“Okay,” I said quietly.

	“Don’t worry, I’ve handled him my whole life. Right now, he’s unhappy because his daughter refuses to talk to him.”

	I heard another sound and Mill started chuckling. I had no clue what was going on, but I loved hearing his laughter, so my mouth curved.

	“I’ll see you tomorrow, Miller,” I said.

	“Yeah, Mary. Tomorrow,” he replied.

	I didn’t want to hang up, so I just sat there and waited for him to close the call. After several long seconds, he started laughing, and I giggled quietly. We were ridiculous, but I felt so happy.

	“Tomorrow, baby,” he murmured, and then he closed the call.

	I sat on the beach for a while longer, smiling stupidly, hoping that we’d find a way to be together. Then I went through the village and followed the river for a while until I reached Jinx’ lab. Since the patio doors were open, I walked straight through them only to find her staring at her instruments.

	“Am I disturbing you?” I asked.

	She turned slowly toward me, and she looked absolutely crestfallen.

	“Can you leave?” she asked quietly.

	“Okay, sorry,” I said, knowing well how she could be when she focused on her research.

	I walked down to the beach, and since the weather was nice, I spent the afternoon on a blanket, daydreaming. Nobody bothered me, and I sat there making up stupid scenarios for how everything would somehow work out, and how everyone would be happy again.

	Dante told me that Jinx had gotten caught up in something at the lab, and since I’d seen that first hand, I just smiled. Then he took his grandmother and me to a small restaurant by the water, and we had a lovely dinner. People in Marshes were enormously friendly, and more than a little bit curious, so we had company at our table for most of the evening. I had no clue how word had spread, but they all seemed to think that I was Miller’s girlfriend, and a few of the men told me to pass on messages. Since Miller was coming the next day, they could talk to him themselves, though I didn’t tell them that. I wanted to keep that small piece of happiness to myself for a little while, so I just smiled and nodded.

	 I didn’t see Jinx until late the next day. Snow was on a surprise visit, and we took Jinx’ dog down to the beach and exhausted both him and ourselves by taking turns throwing his beloved ball into the water. I hadn’t met the tall, black haired girl before, and she was a surprise to me. Jinx had told me something bad had happened in her childhood and that her parents were both dead, so I had expected her to be solemn and quiet, but she was bubbly and happy, and we laughed as the huge golden dog continued to shake water off him and on us.

	It didn’t take me long to suspect I knew what she was doing. Pain suddenly flashed through her eyes even as we were giggling, as if she was covering her hurt up beneath a layer of happiness, hoping that by not talking about it the grief would somehow magically disappear. I’d been doing just that myself for years. When we were finally sitting on the blanket and Joe had plopped down next to us, panting and looking like he was laughing at the same time, I turned toward the ocean.

	“My parents died when I was ten,” I said quietly. She made a sound, but I kept talking. “I didn’t talk about it, not once, until a few weeks ago when I told Wilder. I couldn’t, Snow. It hurt too much, and I was afraid I’d lose myself in sadness if I ever tried to talk about it.”

	“Mary,” she whispered, but I turned to her and put my hand on her arm.

	“It made me feel better,” I said. “Just think about it, Snow. Make yourself say the words, just once, to someone you trust.”

	She held my gaze and after a long while she sighed, and nodded.

	“I’ll think about it. There’s someone I could t –”

	She pressed her lips together when we heard Jinx calling my name from the sand dunes, and the moment was over. I wondered who she would unburden on. Dante, probably.

	“I need to talk to Mary alone,” Jinx said quietly when she reached us.

	“That’s okay,” Snow replied and got to her feet. “I’m hungry, and Mrs. C has made cookies.”

	They grinned, and Snow turned to me.

	“Thanks, Mary,” she said, and added quietly, “I’ll try.”

	I nodded and our eyes held for a little while, but then we both smiled. It had been a good afternoon.

	“What was that about?” Jinx asked when Snow had disappeared.

	“Nothing,” I said. 

	“I worry about her,” Jinx whispered. “She has withdrawn from Dante, and he doesn’t like it. She’s better at hiding her thoughts these days, and he doesn’t want to poke around in her head uninvited anyway.”

	“She’ll be fine,” I said, hoping that I was right.

	“Are you feeling okay?” she asked quietly, and I grinned.

	Miller was coming to see me that evening, and I hoped we’d figure something out, so I was feeling a lot better than okay right then.

	“Yes,” I said with a wide smile.

	“I’m going to ask you a few questions, Mary, and you’ll think I’m rude. Please… just answer me.”

	“Okay,” I said as I sat up slowly, although my gut clenched because she looked serious.

	“Did you sleep with Kit?” she asked.

	“What? No!” I said, angrily, but she put a hand on my arm, and I leaned back again.

	“I feel like an idiot for asking, Mary, but… Olly?” she said.

	She thought I’d slept with… Olly?

	“No, of course not,” I said. “Why –”

	“Okay,” she exhaled. “You know I still do research on the crystal that Wilder found in the mountains, right?”

	“Yes,” I replied, completely confused.

	“I lied to Hawker,” she whispered, and I felt my brows go up. “I told him there was no energy in the crystal, but there is. Lots of it. There’s only one problem…” 

	“What?” I snapped, getting impatient with her.

	“It’s linked to the connections they have with their birds, Mary. It only shows on my instruments when one of the guys who have a link to the birds is close.”

	“Okay,” I said.

	“Today the energy levels spiked beyond anything I’ve seen before. When you walked into my lab,” she said.

	I blinked.

	“I don’t have any link to a bird.”

	“I know,” she said and smiled gently. “But you’re pregnant, Mary, and your baby does.”

	I heard a strangled sound behind me and turned. Dante and his friend Daniele stood there and stared at us.

	“I can’t be pregnant,” I told them, turned to Jinx and repeated myself, “I can’t be pregnant. We only had twenty-four hours, how –” I cut myself off because it was such a stupid question, and I knew the answer.

	“It only takes once,” Dante snorted.

	“Seven,” I murmured.

	“What?” both men asked at the same time.

	“We were going on number eight when Kit walked in,” I said and turned to Jinx. “This can’t be normal?”

	“Hell, no it isn’t normal,” Dante snapped.

	I blinked.

	“What?” I asked weakly.

	“That’s once every three hours around the clock, and the man isn’t exactly fifteen,” Daniele said with something that I thought sounded like awe in his voice.

	“Wh –”

	“He’s not that old, you know. He’s only thirty-four,” Jinx murmured.

	“I’m thirty-four too and I couldn’t…” Daniele hesitated, and then he glanced at Dante. “Maybe I should –”

	“It can’t be normal,” I repeated. 

	My mind was spinning, and they were busy talking about Miller’s sexual prowess, which as awe-inspiring as it apparently was, really was beside the issue.

	“What are you talking about, Mary?” Jinx asked. “Did he do something –”

	“God!” I shouted. “The sex was normal,” I added, “But it was four days ago. How can I be this much pregnant?”

	There was a stunned silence, and then they started laughing.

	“There’s no such thing as a little pregnant,” Dante said. “Either you are, or you’re not.”

	I stared at him, and slowly it sank in. If Jinx was right, I was going to have a baby. Then my eyes flew to Jinx.

	“You must be wrong, Jinx. There’s only one connection to a bird in each generation, and Kit has that bird. Mill is his uncle, so he can’t –”

	“Miller is exactly in-between his brother and nephew, Mary. Either their abilities are evolving, or else the birds decided Mill was the same generation as Kit.”

	I swallowed.

	“Well, shit,” I whispered hoarsely. “I took away Kit’s possibility of having a son with a link to one of the birds too.”

	“Don’t be stupid,” Jinx snapped. “Maybe it was always meant for Miller to have that child? Who knows how this whole magical mumbo is decided anyway?”

	“Yeah. Maybe,” I whispered.

	I hoped she was right, but knew Kit wouldn’t be happy about this regardless. 

	“What are you going to do, Mary?” Jinx asked.

	I raised my head, and when they saw the look on my face, I heard Dante swear softly.

	“Oh, honey,” Jinx said. “We’ll help. You don’t have to worry, we’ll –”

	“You don’t get it,” I said, and their brows went up when they saw how I started to smile. “I will love this child so much.”

	“Miller isn’t going to stay away from you when he finds out,” Dante predicted.

	“Let’s go back,” Jinx interrupted suddenly. “It’s getting dark.”

	It wasn’t, not yet, but dusk was starting to settle, and it was colder. I also heard thunder rolling at a distance, so I nodded, got to my feet, and then Jinx started walking so fast through the village that I had a hard time keeping up.

	I realized that it hadn’t been thunder I’d heard and stopped walking when I saw the line of bikes outside the Mayor’s house. They were all there, getting off their bikes and tucking away their gear. My eyes flew to Miller, and when he saw me, he threw his helmet on the ground and started walking.

	“Miller,” Jinx said and kept walking toward him, putting her hands on his chest and pushing gently. “There are things I need to tell you all.”

	“Mary,” he said, although it wasn’t clear if he addressed me or talked about me.

	“Mill,” she snapped, and he turned his gaze to her. “You know me. You know I wouldn’t ask this of you if I didn’t have a reason,” she said.

	He swore softly, turned around and walked back to his bike.

	I tried to walk around the house, thinking that I’d slip upstairs and let them have their meeting without me. The important part they needed to talk about was the crystal, and my impregnated state wasn’t necessary to bring into that.

	Jinx thought otherwise, and put a surprisingly strong arm around my shoulders and shuffled me along until we were seated around their big dining room table. Dante stood next to Jinx, and Snow leaned on the wall with a guarded look on her face.

	“I asked you all to come because I have a few things to share,” she started.

	I looked around the table and Byrd, and Olly looked mostly curious. Wilder and Mac looked friendly, and Kit looked like a thundercloud. Hawker and Miller didn’t show any emotions at all.

	“Everyone here has a connection to a bird,” Jinx continued.

	“Not you, and not Dante,” Kit said, but added angrily, “And not Mary,” he spat out, making my name sound like it tasted bad in his mouth, and maybe it did. “She needs to leave,” he added.

	“She’s paid a high enough price for the crystal, don’t you agree?” Byrd said calmly.

	“No, I do damned well not agree,” Kit snarled. “She hasn’t paid nearly enough for her actions.”

	“You need to be quiet, Kit,” Wilder said, looking at Jinx and clearly waiting for her to start talking, which she did quickly, to prevent Kit from throwing more ugly words at me.

	“She does have a link to a bird. She’s also the only reason I’m telling you what I’m about to share because right now I don’t give a holy hell about any of you,” Jinx said, and her voice was loud and incredibly angry. She looked like a queen, sitting at the end of the table with Dante standing at her side. “Except for Wilder, every one of you can go suck an egg for all care,” she said with so much disdain in her voice that they all straightened.

	“You’re sitting there, either spewing shit about one of the kindest persons I know or staying quiet and not defending the kindest girl I know. Either way…” she trailed off and then she got to her feet, leaned forward over the table and said quietly, “Fuck. You.”

	There was a stunned silence, and then Hawker said calmly, “Fair point, Jinx. Now tell us what it is you need to share so we can get to the point where we talk about Mary.”

	I pressed my lips together, now wanting at all to get to any point where he was talking about me. Jinx sat down again and told them in cool, scientific terms about energy levels in the crystal, how they correlated with anyone who had a link to a bird, and the danger this would pose to anyone around the table.

	“Someone could want to use you. It’s also a fool-proof identification for anyone who wants to find out who you are.”

	There was a long silence while they digested what she had told, and then Hawker exploded.

	“You lied to us. Jinx, what the hell,” he roared.

	Jinx reared back, but Dante leaned forward and roared right back, “Jiminella did it for you. You’re such an idiot, Johns. She did it to protect your children. Until she figured it out, she thought it was best if nobody knew, and she still has work to do, but now she has a friend to look out for as well, so now she’s telling you.”

	Hawker clenched his jaws, and his mouth was a thin, angry line.

	“You’re pregnant?” Miller asked hoarsely.

	When Jinx told them I had a link to a bird, his eyes had flown to me, and our gazes had held throughout the shouting. His face was still a blank mask, and I tried my best to keep mine the same.

	“Jinx says I am,” I said just as quietly. 

	“What?” Kit yelled and got to his feet. “I should have known you would be looking for a sugar-daddy,” he snarled as he walked toward me. Everyone seemed frozen, and my eyes were locked with Miller’s. “I had you investigated, you know,” Kit went on, “I know all about your years as a thief on the streets of Prosper. I know you were a whore,” he spat out, leaning closer to me.

	In the corner of my eyes I could see Hawker move a little, and then I heard him murmur, “Miller, you idiot.”

	“Are you sure it’s even yours, Uncle,” Kit drawled.

	Olly, who was sitting next to me, calmly leaned to the side and punched Kit in the head. Kit dropped to the floor immediately.

	“He needed to shut the hell up,” Olly said and looked at Miller when he said it.

	After a moment of stunned silence, Miller slowly got to his feet. Then he walked out of the room, and through the silence, we heard his bike roar.

	I sighed and turned to Jinx.

	“I told you good things don’t last,” I said. 

	Then I turned to the room in general.

	“I’m really sorry. I never meant to –” Suddenly tears pooled in my eyes, and I looked down at the stupid, dishonest, idiot on the floor. “I’ll leave you now. Please let Miller know that I won’t ask anything from him.”

	Hawker made a sound, so I turned to him.

	“Tell him to stay away, Hawker. He’ll get word when my child is born, and he will be able to see it if he wants to.”

	“Mary,” Hawker murmured but tears had started rolling down my cheeks, and my lips were quivering, so I turned and walked out of there without looking at any of them.

	
Chapter Thirteen

	Roses are red

	I stopped crying as soon as they left. The windowsill in my room on the third floor was wide, and I sat in it, watching their taillights disappear. Then I wiped the last tears from my cheeks. I’d had such high hopes about seeing Miller again, and even though the way things had turned out had been awful, I couldn’t allow myself to be crushed. If Jinx were right, I would be responsible for more than myself in a not too distant future, so I had to figure out what to do.

	I wasn’t tired, but I knew they would come up to check on me, so I got into bed, and as expected, someone opened my door slowly. I pretended to sleep, and after a while, I heard Dante.

	“She’s faking it, Nellie. Let her do that, you can talk tomorrow.”

	I thought, “Thanks,” as loudly as possible and heard him chuckle.

	“No need to shout at me, Mary,” he murmured, and then the door closed.

	I slept restlessly but felt better the next morning, so I showered, which I needed, and got dressed. I’d have to find a washer, or borrow some clothes from Jinx because the tee I put on was the last clean one I had and my jeans were iffy.

	“Do you know someone who cuts hair?” I asked as I walked into the kitchen, and both Jinx and Dante turned slowly.

	“Does either of us seriously look like we know a hairdresser?” Jinx mumbled and took a deep swig of coffee.

	She had a point. They both had long hair, but even long hair needed tending, didn’t it? At least, my hair did.

	“Uh,” Dante murmured. “I actually have a cousin who –”

	“God,” Jinx snapped sourly. “You have so many cousins it’s impossible to keep track of them.”

	“Sweetie,” he smiled, “You know she’s not my cousin, she’s my aunt’s sister in-law's third –”

	“God,” Jinx murmured again and got up. “I’ll be in the lab,” she said sourly and left.

	“Wow,” I said as the door slammed.

	“I know,” Dante grinned. 

	He knew?  Knew what? 

	“It’s just too easy in the mornings,” he chuckled, and I realized he’d deliberately baited her temper.

	“Uh,” I said, but decided to not get involved in whatever twisted morning routines they had, and he didn’t let me anyway.

	“I’ll give our hairdresser a call,” he said, and five minutes later I was told to go straight over after breakfast.

	“I have no money,” I murmured, embarrassed but since it wasn’t something I could hide, there was no use trying to keep it a secret.

	“I told her you’d paint a sign for her. Something nice that she can hang outside her house,” Dante said calmly, and added, “Most people don’t have loads of cash here, so we trade shit all the time.”

	“Okay,” I said with relief.

	“You’re going to cut off much?” he asked as he scooped up porridge in a bowl, added milk, and some apple sauce. “Eat,” he added and slammed it down on the table, sat down and continued his own breakfast.

	I looked at the bowl, caught the look on his face, sat down, and ate.

	“I wasn’t a whore,” I told him quietly.

	His face darkened, and he muttered, “Jeez, Mary. I know that.”

	“I lived on the streets, though. And there were women there who tried to help me. They saw this scrawny kid with no future and no one having her back, and they tried,” I said, and added, “Some of them were hookers.”

	“Honey,” he murmured softly but let me continue.

	“When I lost my family, I lost everything, so I took a knife and hacked off my hair. Right at the scalp, Dante, and I wasn’t very good at it, so I looked a little bit like a funky chicken.”

	“I doubt it,” he said.

	“I did, and I kept it short until Joelle and Reuben took me to Thend. I let it grow then, and haven’t cut it much since I lived with them. Joelle lost all her hair, so we used to joke that I’d have enough for both of us.”

	“You lived in Thend?” he chuckled. “That’s less than an hour from Norton.”

	“Forty-five minutes and a world apart,” I answered. “I’m going to cut my hair off again now, though it’s not from grief. It’s because it’s time to be strong again. Besides, Jinx gave me such a gift yesterday, so I think it’s time to celebrate.”

	He stared at me but didn’t say anything.

	“Are you reading my thoughts, Dante?” I asked.

	“No,” he replied, and continued softly, “You should remember that Jinx wasn’t the one giving you that gift, Mary.”

	I winced because what he said was true, but I couldn’t think about Miller. Not just yet.

	Suddenly Dante grinned, leaned forward and whispered, “Seven times, Mary? Really?”

	I laughed because he looked like an impish boy, slapped him on the shoulder and left to get my hair cut.

	The middle-aged woman looked at my hair and told me that I didn’t have to paint her a sign if I let her sell the lengths she cut off.

	“It’ll be enough payment for you to come back at least four times after this.”

	“Really?” I asked with considerable astonishment.

	“They’re always looking for good quality natural hair at the hospital in Twin City, Mary. They make wigs out of it, and yours should be enough for two.”

	I remembered a bald head and no money to buy a wig, so a scarf had to do instead.

	“I’d rather donate the hair to the hospital, and paint a sign for you,” I said quietly.

	“Oh, honey,” she murmured, understanding immediately. “I’ll get it to Corriente Medical for you.”

	Then she braided it and cut the thick braids off at the nape of my neck. 

	“No way back now,” she grinned.

	It felt like a weight had been lifted off my shoulders, and I laughed, suddenly feeling happier than I had in a long time.

	She cut it short in the neck and sides but let the bangs be a little bit longer, and showed me how I could fluff them up, or push them to the side with a clip.

	“It’s always a worry to cut off hair that long, Mary, but I have to say – this suits you much better. You look cute,” she said.

	I moved my head around a little and looked in the mirror. My neck looked almost fragile, and I looked more vulnerable, I thought.

	“It looks better than I thought,” I murmured, and asked, “What do you want on the sign?”

	“Flowers,” she said promptly.

	“What kind?” I asked. “Red roses?”

	Something nagged at the back of my mind, but I couldn’t catch what it was, and she interrupted my thoughts.

	“Wildflowers, as many as you feel like drawing.”

	“And the name?”

	“Name?” she echoed.

	“But… Don’t you want to have a name on the sign? People might think you sell flowers if you don’t.”

	She started laughing, and when a pretty blonde woman came through the door, she called out, “Mary thought people would think I sell flowers.”

	I blinked because surely it was a logical thing to assume?

	“Hello, Mary,” the woman said. “I’m Danny’s wife, Anetta. And everyone knows Carlie cuts hair.”

	Danny? Everyone?

	They laughed at me and explained how small Marshes was, how few visitors they allowed in the village, and that Danny was the Daniele that I’d met briefly when Jinx had told me I was pregnant.

	“Half the women in the village are probably in debt to you, Mary,” Anetta giggled, and Carlie slapped her arm with fake annoyance.

	“We are not supposed to talk about that.”

	“Oh, pooh,” Anetta said. 

	“What are you talking about?” I asked, curious about the mischievous looks on their faces.

	“Seven times, Mary?” Anetta giggled.

	Oh my God.

	“We should have known, though. He was here a while back, and we all saw him dancing with Jiminella so we should have known,” Anetta said, and they both started laughing.

	I didn’t even want to know what that meant so I laughed with them, and then I got ready to leave.

	“You’re sure you don’t want me to write a name on the sign?” I asked cheekily as I stood in the door. “Carlie’s Curls would look good,” I giggled and pointed toward the woman’s very curly hair.

	They stared at me, and then Carlie said, “Carlie’s Curls…”

	“I was just joking,” I told them, but they looked at each other. 

	“It sounds nice,” Anetta said.

	“It does,” Carlie murmured. “Yes. It sounds professional.”

	I wasn’t so sure professional was the word that came to my mind, but I waited for them to make up their minds which took less than ten seconds.

	“Yes, Mary. Carlie’s Curls and flowers. I’ll have someone carry the sign over for you immediately.”

	Then I spent the afternoon painting flowers and letters. Carlie’s house had been a muted yellow with green shutters, so I made the sign a darker, more burnt yellow with a dark green edge, drew the letters in deep red, and filled the sign with flowers in all colors. It was soothing to hold a brush, and I let my thoughts roam as I worked.

	“Miller is at the gate, Mary, can he –”

	Jinx stopped abruptly, both moving and talking, and stared at me.

	“Hey,” I said and grinned at her surprised face.

	“You cut your hair. Holy shit. It’s gone.” 

	She stared for a little while, and I waited for her to get over her shock. Eventually, she walked up to me, touched the bangs softly, and said, “I love it. You look…” she twisted around to look at me from the side before she spoke again. “This will sound weird, but you look like you.”

	I grinned and then I remembered what she’d started saying.

	“Miller’s here?”

	“Crap. Yes. He wants to talk to you, although we can send him away.”

	“No, Jinx. I should talk to him. Let me clean up and –”

	She looked out through the door and said loudly, “Tell them to bring him straight here.”

	I raised my brows, wondering who she was talking to.

	“Beats modern high-tech communication every time,” she snorted, and when she saw my confusion, “Snow’s bird is outside, and Snow is with Dante at the gate. The bird will pass the message on to them.”

	I wanted to laugh but I was too nervous, and to have something to do, I started wiping the paint off my hands.

	“Do you want me to stay?” Jinx asked after a while.

	“No,” I answered. “We need to be alone, there have been too many people around us. It won’t take long.”

	“Mary…” she said, but we heard footsteps, and she left.

	Then a shadow was blocking the light from the outside.

	“Miller,” I said, trying for business-like but ending up with sad and a little breathless.

	He walked into the room without saying anything, until I turned my face toward him. He looked like he hadn’t slept in days, which he probably hadn’t, with chasing bad guys, and me all over the country. It didn’t look like his unplanned fatherhood had been good news.

	“You cut your hair,” he said hoarsely.

	“Yeah,” I said.

	Then we were silent.

	“I’m so sorry things ended up like this, Mill,” I whispered. “I swear, I won’t ask anything from you, and you don’t have to –”

	“It’s my baby too,” he rasped out.

	“What?”

	“You told Hawk that I’d get word when your baby was born, but it’s my child, goddammit.”

	He sounded angry suddenly, and I touched his arm gently, but he jerked back.

	“Have you been to see a doctor?” he asked.

	“I’ve been pregnant a few days. No, I haven’t been to see a doctor. It’s even too soon to take a test, Miller,” I told him because Jinx had been able to tell me that much.

	“We have a good doctor in Norton. If you came with me, I could take you to him. You could stay in my house.”

	“Miller –”

	“I wouldn’t be there. I’d be at Hawker’s, or with Carson,” he interrupted, and I understood.

	He wanted to make sure the child was okay, but he didn’t want anything to do with me.

	“I’ll be fine here,” I said firmly.

	“Mary,” he started, but I suddenly felt like crying again, so I talked over him.

	“Miller, please. Don’t make this difficult for us. I swear you’ll get to meet the baby as often as it’s practical, and I –”

	“As often as it’s practical?” he asked hoarsely.

	“You have your family, your friends, the bird. Work. I know we were having fun, and that you weren’t planning on this. You have a busy life…”

	His face was suddenly that blank mask again, and I hated it. 

	“There’s nothing I can do for you?” he murmured.

	“I won’t ask you to do anything. I promise, Miller,” I reassured him.

	He turned abruptly and walked away.

	“Miller,” I called out.

	He stopped but didn’t turn.

	“I was never a whore,” I whispered.

	He twitched, and replied quietly, “I know, baby.”

	“Then please tell Kit and Hawker that, because I really need for them to know it too.”

	He turned then, and there was so much pain in his eyes.

	“Please, Mill,” I said, though my voice broke so I cleared my throat.

	“Oh, Mary,” he breathed, and then he was gone.

	I had thought I’d been sad before, but when he disappeared, I felt a pain in my chest so sharp I knew it was my heart that broke. It hurt so bad I couldn’t breathe. Why had I been so stupid? Why hadn’t I begged him to love me, just a little? He was a kind man, I knew he liked me, and he wanted the baby. Maybe he would have accepted me as a part of the bargain.

	“Mary?” Jinx asked gently.

	“I need to be alone for a little while,” I said hoarsely. 

	“Okay,” she murmured. “The garden is empty. I’ll be inside if you want to talk.”

	“Thanks,” I rasped out, and then I sat in one of their big garden chairs until dusk settled.

	I knew I needed to think things through, needed to plan, but my mind was completely blank. When it was almost dark, Jinx came out with a blanket. I turned my face toward her as she wrapped it around me, and saw in the corner of my eye how Dante came out with a mug of something warm.

	 “I should have begged,” I said quietly. “He says he wants the baby, and if I begged he would have –”

	I pulled in air and turned toward the garden again. They waited, but I didn’t say anything because there wasn’t really anything to say. I’d lost everything yet again, but I’d find a way.

	“Keep me company?” I asked.

	When turned to them I made my lips curve upward, and it was sad, but at least I smiled. Jinx sat down, and Dante disappeared to return with more blankets and tea for them too.

	 “He wasn’t happy, Mary,” Jinx said

	I turned to look at her.

	“When he got in the car. I saw him. He slammed his hands on the steering wheel, and I think he cursed some.” She paused, and I almost smiled because he would have cursed. “Then he swept one hand across his eyes, hit the steering wheel again and drove off.”

	“Nellie,” Dante murmured.

	“I’m just saying,” she muttered.

	We sat there in silence for a long while, and then we started talking about what I would do. They promised I could stay for as long as I wanted, and I was grateful. I would have to find another way, I though. They were so sweet, but I had to start taking responsibility for my life again. I’d lost my bearings when I was kidnapped, and Carson and Bo had held me up, but I knew how to work, and I would find a way. It was time to restart my life yet again, I thought. 

	“I painted a sign for Carlie,” I said. “It looks quite nice, and if I put a page together on the net, maybe I could start selling things like that?”

	“I saw it,” Dante said calmly. “I’m sure you could. I liked the red text and the blue violets.”

	Suddenly the thought I'd had at the hairdresser's came back to me, but this time I knew what had me so puzzled.

	“Oh my God,” I whispered.

	“What?” Jinx murmured and patted my shoulder awkwardly.

	“Roses are red, violets are blue…” I started.

	They stared at me, and I stared right back. Then I snatched my phone off the low table in front of me and called Wilder.

	“Mary –”

	“Hey, that painting that was stolen in Treville, the night before I was kidnapped. What did it look like?”

	“What?” 

	“Wilder, it’s important. Ask Mac.”

	It took her a minute, and then she told me, “Ugly he says. Modern. Bright red with blue lines across it. It wasn’t even one of Willy’s.”

	“Has there been any other incidents around Willy’s collections?”

	There was another silence, and then she said, “Someone broke into a small art gallery showing a few of his paintings. It was a few months ago, but they didn’t manage to steal anything. And you already know about the incident with the glass sculpture.”

	“Okay. It’s probably nothing.”

	“Mary!”

	“I’m sorry, I had this idea, but it’s… I’ll call you later.”

	“Okay. What about Mi –”

	“Bye sweetie,” I chirped, cut the call off, and turned to Jinx.

	“I need to leave.”

	
Chapter Fourteen

	I get it now

	They didn’t let me leave immediately, and after listening to their arguments, I settled for going the next morning. It would take a couple of hours to Jinx’ house, and it was dark, so it made sense to wait, though I didn’t like it. They also wouldn’t let me leave alone, which I didn’t like either but I could understand that with everything that had happened, they wouldn’t just watch me get into my old car and happily wave me off. 

	I spent the rest of the evening and most of the night thinking through things I’d heard over the past months and searching the net for more information. I didn’t find much, but it kept me busy until I was too tired to think and drifted off to sleep. A nightmare woke me up in the middle of the night, though, and when I’d calmed down, I got up to open the window, needing the fresh air. Miller’s kite was sitting outside, with its back toward my window. It looked like he was guarding my room, and when I saw him, I had a hard time holding my tears back. 

	“Please,” I said hoarsely, needing the bird to leave because of the memories he brought and since I wanted to cry without an audience. “I don’t need you to guard me. Tell him I don’t need any help, and that I’ll be fine.”

	The kite turned his head slowly, made a chirping sound, then another one, and then it flew off. I closed the window again and climbed into the big bed. Then I wept, for a dream that had died and a child who would grow up without his father. Maybe there wasn’t a child, I thought when I’d calmed down. It would probably be the first time ever, but Jinx could be wrong. Finally, I settled into sleep.

	What I thought was early morning clearly was something entirely different in their world, and I had to settle down until we’d eaten, and consumed what seemed like a bucket of coffee. I didn’t want to tell them what I thought we’d find, partially because I wasn’t sure but mostly because I thought they’d talk me out of going. I needed something to focus on, and something to do, and avoided all questions by saying something might be wrong in Jinx’ house.

	Then, finally, I was in the backseat of Dante’s car, he was driving, and Jinx was in the passenger seat.

	“We’re on our way so can you tell us now why we’re going to my house?” Jinx asked for the tenth time.

	“I’ll explain when we get there,” I answered, closed my eyes and pretended to sleep until we parked outside her lovely mountain cabin.

	I fake stretched as I stepped out of the car, which made Dante’s mouth quiver, and then I let us in with the spare key. I didn’t wait for them and walked quickly into the bedroom, and there they were. Two big paintings with a base made in shades of blue with splashes of red that looked like a scattering of flowers.

	“We had dinner at Double H, chicken and noodles, and you and Wilder fought. Do you remember, Jinx?”

	“Sure,” she said.

	“Wilder said she’d found a note in Willy’s desk.”

	“Yes. With a sappy poem on it,” she said thoughtfully.

	“For my love: Roses are red, violets are blue, we’re two beautiful paintings, and I’m waiting for you,” I said. “I remember because it was about paintings and because I thought it was romantic that Willy had a girlfriend at his age, but what if he didn’t?”

	“What?” Jinx said, looking confused.

	“Wilder even said it herself, she thought she was his love, and she was,” I said. “I decorated this house for you, and I wanted you to have a small piece of Willy. It was meant as a surprise, but it wasn’t a big deal, so I forgot about it. Two paintings from Willy’s collection were suddenly on the market. I don’t know how, but they were, and I bought them. For you.”

	Then I turned and pointed to the paintings.

	“Roses are red, violets are blue,” I whispered, and lifted them carefully off the wall, placing them on the bed with the backside up. Then I felt along the edge, pulled off the thick tape that held the painting to the frame, lifted the cardboard covering the backside of the canvas, and pulled out an envelope.

	“We are two beautiful paintings, and I’m waiting for you,” I said, turned the envelope around, and showed them.

	It said “Wilder” in big letters on it.

	“What?” Jinx breathed.

	“We have to go to Norton with that,” Dante said and pulled out his phone. Before I could say a word, he had Mac on the line. 

	“Mac, I’m bringing Mary to Norton, we’ll be there in thirty. Get Wilder, we’ll meet you at Hawker’s.” There was a pause and then, “Can’t tell you, but Mary needs to talk to them both.”

	He closed the call, we carried the paintings to his car, and then we were moving north again.

	“There’s more,” I whispered.

	“Hold that thought until you can tell us all at the same time,” Dante said.

	We arrived at Hawker’s house quicker than I wanted. The last couple of times we’d met had not been good, and I was not looking forward to seeing him again. During the drive up to Norton, I planned how to tell everyone, and how I would behave. Aloof, calm and mature was what I’d try for, I decided. 

	As Dante had requested, Hawker and Wilder waited for us, as well as Hawker’s girlfriend, Sloane.

	“It didn’t take you long, Mary,” Hawker sneered before I could say a single word.

	“Dad,” Wilder snapped angrily.

	“What?” I asked.

	“Miller is one of my best friends. I’ll do anything for him, even set you up,” he said.

	“What?” I repeated.

	Set me up with what?

	“That’s why you’re here, right? You know about the money, the fund, and you figured –”

	“He said that?” I gasped.

	“He doesn’t say anything about you.”

	“Dad,” Wilder barked again. “Maybe there’s a reason for that?” she asked sarcastically.

	“Shut up,” he told his daughter rudely and turned to me again. “You’re not getting his house.”

	I stared at him, worrying that my head would actually explode. 

	“Are you out of your goddamn mind?” I whispered.

	He blinked and raised his brows high on his forehead.

	“I have told him that I won’t ask for anything. I know he wants the baby, and he’d do anything for it, and I also know that he does not want me. That hurts, Hawker, but I will pick up the pieces my life has shattered into, and glue them together again, one piece at the time.”

	I took a step toward the tall man who was staring at me as if he’d never seen me before.

	“And do you know why?”

	I didn’t wait for him to reply, and he clearly didn’t know anyway.

	“I used to love only him, Hawk, but if there is a child, then Miller is not the only one I love anymore. And I will work myself to the bone to make sure my baby has everything. There is no way I’ll ever accept a penny from someone like you, and I will manage without help because that’s what I always do.”

	Then I threw the envelope to an astonished Wilder and stomped toward the door.

	“Found that behind one of Willy’s paintings. Others know about it and have tried to find it. Call me if you want to know more,” I growled.

	When I’d reached the entrance, I turned and yelled at the top of my lungs at the tall black-haired man who was staring at me with intense yellow eyes, “AND I WAS NOT A WHORE.”

	The exit would have been perfect if it hadn’t been for me whirling around and crashing straight into Mac.

	“Whoa,” he said. “You should probably not leave right now.”

	“Go to hell,” I muttered sourly.

	“Yeah, yeah,” he said calmly, turned me around and steered me back into the room.

	I slapped at Mac’s hands, but he just chuckled.

	“Now, Mary, don’t hurt yourself,” he teased.

	I was not in the mood for teasing so I glared at him.

	“Jesus,” Hawker said and pulled a hand through his hair.

	“You can go to hell too,” I told him just as sourly as I had told Mac.

	Hawker was suddenly grinning, and I wanted to kick him.

	“I didn’t get it,” he said. “That makes me a dick and an idiot, but I truly didn’t.”

	I turned my head to the side and stared right into the fireplace, where no fire was lit. He leaned forward and used a big hand to turn my head until I had to look at him.

	“I get it now,” he murmured.

	“Dad,” Wilder whispered, and added, “Oh my God, Dad, look. It’s a message from Willy.”

	Everyone froze, and she started reading.

	 

	“I hope you’re the one reading this, Wilder, my girl. Since you’ve found this, I’m gone, and I’ve been expecting it for a while. I held out as long as I could, but my heart can’t make it much longer now. Tell your Da that I loved you in his place and that he should cut his hair.”

	 

	Wilder’s voice broke, and she looked at her father. Hawker swallowed and muttered his favorite expletive, but Wilder continued reading.

	 

	“I have little time, and it’s not very clever to hide this like I do but I’m worried, and I have no better way to keep these sheets safe. I don’t know what they mean, but I got them from your mother. That useless husband she loves so much is involved in something bad, and she wants to find a way out for him. She says these sheets are part of it, and they’re valuable. I’m on my way to meet her now, and if all goes well, I’ll know more and can take these to the authorities. If not, then, Wilder, my lovely girl, give them to Hawker Johns as soon as you find them. They will figure it out. Maybe you’re a part of them now, and that would please me so much. I raised you to do just that.

	You have my love, always and forever. Willy.”

	 

	She moved the papers around and stared at Hawker. Then she stretched them out toward him and whispered brokenly, “It’s just numbers. Four pages with loads and loads of numbers.”

	They passed the papers around, but I was still sulking and shook my head when I was offered to look at them.

	“You said others were looking?” Wilder said when they’d put the papers back in the envelope.

	“Yes,” I replied sourly.

	“Mary, stop it,” Wilder said patiently. “Dad said he was sorry.”

	“No, he didn’t.”

	“She’s right. I actually didn’t,” Hawker said, and it sounded like he was laughing, but I refused to look at him.

	“Dad!” Wilder snapped.

	“Mary,” Dante murmured. “Why don’t we give up on the sulking and see if we can’t bring some clarity to this whole mess.”

	He sounded gentle and reasonable, but I glared at him too.

	“Yes, Dante, why don’t we?” I asked.

	“Mary,” Jinx snapped, and I turned to her. 

	She raised a brow, and I knew it would be futile to get into an argument with her.

	Oh, alright,” I snapped. “You said it, Wilder, a long time ago in the kitchen at Double H. Roses are red, violets are blue…”

	I recounted the sappy poem and sent Dante out to bring in the paintings from Jinx’ house. Their eyes were glued to me as I told them how I’d found the papers, and then I took a deep breath and shared the rest.

	“There have been four occasions, that we know of. They did something to that huge blue glass sculpture that’s on display in the Art Museum in Prosper. And the painting that was stolen from that art museum in Treville the night before I got kidnapped, it was red with streaks of blue. Then there’s the fake painting in the library. The woman had a bright blue dress, and there’s a big bowl of red roses next to her. If you check out that art gallery where they didn’t get anything, I’d guess you’ll find another replica, and it’ll be blue and red. Maybe there are others, I don’t know.”

	“Someone knows?” Wilder said incredulously. “How?”

	“We’ll gather the others and trace who we’ve told that story to. I have told it a few times myself since I heard it,” Hawker muttered, and when he felt our stares, he added, “What? It was funny.”

	It actually wasn’t all that funny, I thought.

	“That’s for tomorrow,” Hawker muttered, got to his feet and pulled me to mine. “Sloane, babe, can you put the papers in the safe?”

	She agreed, and he gave her cheek a quick caress, but then he turned to me. We stared at each other for a few seconds, and the intense look in his eyes was mesmerizing. I swallowed and wanted to walk away but somehow, I couldn’t. Then his lips curved slightly and the skin around his eyes crinkled.

	“We’re going for a drive,” he announced suddenly and pulled me along, through the door and out to his truck.

	My feeble protests didn’t stop him, and he shuffled me into the passenger side of his car with little effort.

	“You’ll like where we’re going, Mary,” he said, smiling smugly.

	“I don’t like you,” I said quietly.

	“I know, honey.”

	Then he rounded the hood, and I could see the others scrambling to get into their cars, watching us curiously.

	We drove in silence for a few minutes, then he turned off Main Street, turned again and parked the car.

	“I was an idiot, Mary,” he murmured.

	“Yeah,” I sighed, not sure what he meant or what to say. 

	I’d been so angry, but it had worn off, and I felt mostly tired.

	“I’ll make it up to you. Come,” he said and got out of the car.

	I did too and looked at the big stone house he’d parked in front of.

	“Where are we?” I asked.

	“Miller’s house.”

	 

	
Chapter Fifteen

	Drunk as a skunk

	“Bird says, back porch,” Wilder muttered, and I wondered, not for the first time, how they could live with that complete lack of privacy.

	We walked around the house, and there he was, sitting in a deck chair, holding a glass. His head turned slowly, and he looked worn down, but also weird. I could have sworn his features were… blurry? Was he drunk? In the middle of the afternoon?

	“The hell?” he muttered, studiously avoiding looking at me and instead addressing Hawker.

	“She thinks it’s just the child you want, man,” Hawker said slowly.

	Miller ignored that and turned to look at the forest leading up to the mountain. Then he took a deep swig of the brown liquid, and I noticed the empty bottle in front of him. And the one that was one-quarter empty.

	That’s when I realized that Miller wasn’t drunk. Miller was a few steps beyond shit-faced.

	“You’re not going to answer that, Mill?” Hawker drawled.

	“There is no answer.”

	“Don’t be an idiot,” Hawker muttered.

	“There is no answer,” Miller repeated, and I could hear how he slurred his words a little. “If I say that I want the baby, then she thinks I don’t want her. If I tell her it’s not about the child at all, she thinks I don’t want our baby. So, there’s no answer,” he said, enunciating the words carefully. 

	Then he turned to glare at Hawker, studiously avoiding to look at me, or the others. “And you’re the idiot, Hawk, because that wasn’t even a question. It was a statement, but you’re too stupid to know the difference.”

	He raised his chin in a challenge, and I wondered why he was trying to taunt Hawker into a fight. Regardless, his friend didn’t oblige him. After a few seconds of staring, Hawker let go of me and walked over to sit down in one of the chairs. Then he leaned down and brought a stack of glasses up from somewhere under the low table, poured himself a healthy portion of the liquor, and leaned back.

	“What are you doing, Dad?” Wilder snapped.

	“Girl,” he snapped right back, “Either we drink it, or he drinks it, which do you think is best?”

	“Right,” Mac said and ambled over to pour himself a glass.

	Suddenly they were all sitting around the table with glasses in their hands. Miller was watching Hawker, and his face was turned away,

	 Mill must have said something because Hawker’s eyes softened, and he murmured, “I know it does, buddy. Hang in there, and we’ll get you through this.” Then he turned to me. “Sit,” he ordered.

	There was something about his voice and the way his eyes focused on me, and there was no way anyone could have disobeyed him right then, so I walked over to sit in the only empty chair, right next to Miller.

	Then they started chatting like everything was completely normal, and we were just having a sweet get-together on Miller’s back porch. The man himself didn’t say a word, and neither did I. After a few minutes of sitting there staring at the shape of the mountain and feeling awkward, I’d had enough and started to move.

	“You can stay if you want to,” Miller muttered.

	I wondered if it was the alcohol or if he’d been that stupid all the time, and I’d just never noticed.

	“If I want to?” I asked.

	“If you don’t want to, not much more I can do now. Won’t force you. Men don’t push women around and especially not you.”

	I blinked. 

	“Especially not me?” I asked stupidly.

	“Yup,” he said, and finally, I turned to him.

	His face was hard, but it softened when our eyes met.

	“You look like a pixie.”

	“I… what?” I said.

	“He said that you look like a pixie,” Hawker suddenly interrupted, and I reared back a little.

	I’d forgotten him, and the others.

	“She does,” Miller said.

	“She absolutely does, man.”

	“I hate it,” Miller said casually to his friend, and went on, “That neck used to be mine and now it isn’t.”

	“Don’t give up, Mill,” Hawker said, and it sounded a little like a warning, but I was still trying to grasp if Miller actually liked my neck or if he wanted to throttle it, so I just sat there.

	“What’s it to you?” Miller slurred.

	“I get it,” Hawker grinned, and when Miller didn’t say anything, he added, “I didn’t when I should have, but I do now. You just need to get it too.”

	“Are you ineribated?” Miller asked good-naturedly.

	“Huh?" Hawk asked, but I heard both Dante and Mac chuckle.

	“Drunk,” Miller clarified.

	I thought this the first reasonable thing he’d said since we stepped on his porch. Hawker was acting very strange.

	“No, buddy, but you certainly are.”

	Miller snorted out something I didn’t understand and leaned back in his chair. I must have made a sound because he turned to me, and the smile faded.

	“I’m such an idiot,” he muttered.

	I was an idiot too, for letting my friends drag me into that situation. I’d just walk out of there and keep walking until I had left Norton far, far behind me.

	Suddenly, Miller’s kite appeared out of nowhere and landed on the table right in front of me. I saw shadows move in the air and guessed that the others had their birds close too.

	Miller stared at the kite and leaned toward it, resting his elbows on his knees. The bird seemed to lean forward too, and for the longest time, no one said anything. The man and the bird stared at each other, and Miller’s face got harder and harder. Suddenly the kite screeched and flapped its wings. I wasn’t an expert on a kite’s facial expressions, but it was clear even to me that this was one supremely pissed of bird.

	“What’s he angry about?” Hawker asked curiously.

	Miller’s jaw set stubbornly, and he said, “I’m not saying.”

	“He says Miller is an idiot,” Wilder announced calmly.

	Apparently, the kite shared his thoughts with Wilder’s bird, and she had no qualms distributing the information.

	“Traitor,” Miller muttered and leaned back, taking another deep gulp of liquor.

	“He also says that you,” Wilder made a pause and turned to me, “are an idiot too.”

	“What?” I breathed.

	“He says you have misunderstood just about everything, and he won’t move unless you promise to stay until Miller is less of a fucktard and explains it to you.”

	I blinked.

	“Birds know that kind of language?” I asked.

	“They know the language of the human they speak with,” Wilder replied.

	“Of course,” I murmured, but I felt my mouth curve as I thought about Miller and the bird yelling at each other, and the language they’d use doing that.

	The kite suddenly jumped onto my lap, and I felt the sharp claws gently press into my jeans. It twisted its head downward to nudge my belly, and then it just looked at me. I stared back at it, and suddenly a low, outdrawn, “Pleeeease,” breathed through the air.

	I thought about what Wilder had said. Could I have misunderstood? I thought that it had all been clear, but at the same time, a small glimmer of hope flared. I’d told Jinx and Dante that I should have begged Miller to give us a chance, and here was my opportunity. Maybe I should walk away with my pride intact, but I couldn’t. Not when I suddenly had hope, twitching and sparkling right where my heart was. I decided to stay and let Miller explain whatever the bird thought he should explain. Then, I thought, I’d beg.

	“I promise,” I whispered.

	I felt movement to my side and saw Miller’s hand move over the kite’s head. Their eyes held for a while, and then Miller sighed softly, “Bird…”

	The kite screeched, although it didn’t sound like the angry outcry from before. It sounded somehow triumphant, and laughter echoed through the forest. Suddenly the bird flew off, knocking Millers glass over with one of its wings.

	I turned to find Miller looking at me. He was so beautiful, even drunk as a skunk and in serious need of a shower.

	“Fucktard, Miller? Really?” I asked.

	His mouth twitched, but there was suddenly a strange look on his face. Then he stood up abruptly, swayed a little, and grabbed the back of his chair. I got up too, thinking that he'd need help.

	"Nuh-uh," he said and put a hand up, pointing at me. 

	"Miller," I murmured, in what I thought was a placating voice, adding a smile for good measure.

	"Baby, you know I love you, and that I can't say no to anything when you smile at me," he slurred, and my smile disappeared, but he went on, "But I'm gonna have to draw a line."

	I sat down and stared at him, and he stared back at me.

	"Okay," I said weakly.

	"Okay," he echoed. "I'm gonna go and throw up now, and it won't be dignified so you can just sit there and wait until I'm done."

	Someone started coughing and guessed it was Hawker pushing back laughter, but I was still hearing Miller’s words in my head. I knew he loved him? What was he talking about? I did not know that at all.

	"Mill," I murmured.

	"Drawn a line," he said doggedly. "I'm whipped, but not as much as you…" he swung his arm around as he spoke until it was aimed at Dante, who jerked backward at this sudden accusation.

	"I'm not -"

	"Dude, please. Nobody on earth is a whipped as you," Miller cut him off, and I heard Hawker chuckle, but that stopped when Miller turned around to look at him.

	"And what are you laughing about?" he asked. “You’re so whipped you’d work well with apple pie.”

	I stared at him, and so did the others, none of us understanding this sudden reference to dessert.

	“If you were cream,” he explained.

	Holy cow, I thought. The man certainly was drunk, but also kind of funny. Hawker obviously thought so because he started laughing, and suddenly Miller did too.

	“If I hadn’t been such an idiot, this would’a been kinda’ fun,” he said. “I haven’t been this drunk since we were at that place where I used to work.” Then he turned to me, raised his chin, and declared proudly, “I used to be a stripper.”

	He made a little movement with his hips, but stumbled, so he had to grab a firm hold with one hand on the back of his chair again, to steady himself.

	“I know,” I said.

	“Probably couldn’t do it now,” he frowned.

	“Mill –”

	“But you’ve seen it so you know I’m gray,” he said, and waved his arm up and down in front of himself, “all over,” he finished.

	Wilder suddenly laughed although it sounded more like a nervous squeal, and Mac snorted out something under his breath, but I kept my eyes on the swaying man in front of me because he wasn’t done.

	“I was good,” he declared.

	“I’m sure you were,” I said.

	“I was a lot better than whipped cream over there,” he boasted, swinging his arm out in the general direction of Hawker, which made Wilder’s laughter suddenly turn into a hoarse cough.

	“I know,” I said.

	“No you don’t,” he said.

	“Um, actually, Miller… I do. I was there that evening,” I said, and his brows went up, so I went on hastily, “And you’re right. He wasn’t very good.”

	A smug smile spread on Millers' face, and he turned toward Hawker. Then he suddenly swallowed visibly and turned back to face me.

	"Puke," he said succinctly and nodded a few times.

	I stared at his back until it had swayed into the house and disappeared. 

	Then I turned to the others, and they were all staring at me.

	“You saw the red latex briefs,” Jinx breathed suddenly, and with no little amount of awe in her voice.

	I nodded silently, wondering how she knew about Hawker’s attire.

	“Epic,” Mac muttered. “Heard rumors about that night, but an eye-witness…” he trailed off, grinning widely, and raising his glass in a toast.

	I turned to Wilder, but she just stared at me with her mouth open.

	“I’m not whipped,” Dante muttered sourly.

	“Of course not,” Jinx said calmly. “Miller is drunk.”

	“Crap,” Hawker muttered. “That was years ago so you must have been a kid. How could you even be there?”

	“I worked there,” I told him. “Life was shitty when I lost my family, and working at Kinkers was the only job I could get.”

	“You worked at a strip joint when you were sixteen?” Jinx asked, and since that was the lowest age anyone legally could hire someone in our country, it was a logical conclusion.

	“I was fourteen, Jinx,” I said calmly, but added, “And, yes. I saw the latex briefs. They were pretty.” I turned to Hawker and smirked, “There were tiny snowflakes around the edges and a big one right over –”

	“Ahhh!” Wilder cried out and slapped her hands over her ears. “God! My brain was hurting enough from the mental image of Dad swinging his butt, without having to imagine a...” 

	She choked on her words then, but Mac helpfully filled in the rest.

	“A huge snowflake covering his di –”

	“Shut up, boy,” Hawker barked.

	I started giggling, and I saw how the others watched me curiously, but how could I even try to explain the warm, soft feeling I had in my chest when it was so new, and I didn’t understand it completely myself. Miller had said he loved me, and he was incredibly drunk, but he wouldn’t lie. Would he?

	Instead, I asked Hawker what the bet he’d lost was about, and he choked on the swig of whiskey he’d just taken. That led to a lot of questions that he refused to answer, and everyone kept the light and easy banter going. I knew they did it for me, and right then, I loved them so much.

	Miller walked out on the porch after a while, in a clean shirt, and wiping off his face and partially wet hair with a towel. We watched him in silence as he tossed the towel to the side, walked to his chair, sat down and closed his eyes. He didn’t move, and I wondered if he’d fallen asleep, and what I would do then. I’d promised the bird I would stay, but I couldn’t just spend the night, could I?

	“Did he die?” Wilder breathed.

	“Of course, not,” Jinx snorted, frowned and added quietly, “Dante, see if he has a pulse.”

	Dante leaned forward and stretched his hand out, but froze when Miller spoke without even opening his eyes.

	“Have three knives on me, man. Touch me, and I’ll give you a buzz-cut.”

	Dante jerked back and grinned toward Wilder.

	“He’s not dead.”

	Hawker got up and fetched a blanket that he threw over his friend. 

	“He can sleep it off like that,” he told me. 

	Then we sat there, and I told them about the drunken evening at Kinkers. Even Hawker laughed about it, after a while.

	“You saw Miller the first time when you were fourteen?” he asked.

	“Yeah,” I whispered.

	Suddenly I felt Miller grab my hand and pull it in under his blanket. When I turned, his eyes were open, and he was looking at me.

	“You promised to stay,” he murmured sleepily.

	“Yes.”

	“I’ll stay here,” he said. “You’ll be in my bed.”

	“Okay,” I replied quietly.

	“Okay,” he sighed, and closed his eyes again, but he didn’t let go of my hand.

	 

	***

	 

	I woke up when I felt a hand gently slide across my belly. 

	The others had kept me company the day before, Sloane had come with pizza, and we’d spent the rest of the afternoon and part of the evening together. We’d laughed and joked like we always did, and it had all felt completely surreal. Miller hadn’t moved, except for opening his eyes every now and then, looking for me and smiling a little when our eyes met. When they left, I walked into the house and looked until I found a big bedroom on the second floor that seemed to be the only one someone lived in. There was a tee thrown on the bed, and I sniffed it. It smelled like Miller, and a lot better than the tee I had on, so I slipped out of my clothes, threw it on the floor together with the clothes that were already there, and slid into the big bed. 

	The hand stopped moving, and I opened my eyes. Hawker had assured me Miller would be fine on the back porch, and since he’d been asleep, or possibly passed out, I’d left him there. Now he was crouched next to me, looking a bit tired but wearing clean clothes and since his hair was wet, I assumed he’d taken a shower. He kept his eyes on the hand that was resting on my belly.

	“I will love this baby, Mary. I’ll die for it… kill for it. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for this child,” he whispered, and I felt my breath hitch.

	Then he turned his gaze to me, and my eyes started to burn.

	“But you have to know that if I had to make a choice between the two of you, it’d be you. It doesn’t make me a good man, or a good father, but you should know that it’s what I’d do.”

	“Miller,” I said brokenly.

	“Can I hold you while we talk?” he asked.

	I nodded, not trusting my voice, and he stood up. Then his tee and jeans were on the floor, he bent down and pulled off the tee I’d borrowed, and put a knee on the bed.

	“I’m so sorry, baby,” he murmured.

	“Come here,” I said, and reached for him. 

	Then I was in his arms, my head was on his shoulder, and he held me. I heard his heart beat under my ear, and felt his abs under my hand. He smelled like outdoors and soap, and I started crying quietly.

	He must have felt the tears because he shifted, and cursed.

	“Don’t move,” I sobbed. “It’s… I’m sorry, Mill. I…” He waited, and I held on to him until I’d calmed down. “I thought I’d never have this again,” I whispered.

	“Baby, I don’t get it,” he said. “You left me, and wouldn’t talk to me. I tried and tried, and when you finally let me in, you said you wanted nothing to do with me.” He leaned back and pushed my chin up. “If you wanted it… it was right there for you to take all the time.”

	“You left when Jinx told you about the baby,” I whispered.

	He leaned back and looked silently at the ceiling for a long time. I thought he wouldn’t explain, but then he suddenly murmured, “I work with all of them.”

	“I know you do,” I said when he was silent again.

	“I’ve known them all my life, and I still couldn’t let them –” he stopped talking abruptly, but when I didn’t say anything he sighed and continued. “I lost it, Mary. All I ever really wanted was suddenly right there in front of me, and I couldn’t handle it. I had to get out of there. Went up the river and sat on the river bank.” He made a short pause, and then he muttered so quietly I barely heard, “There might have been tears.”

	I stared at him, but he kept his gaze on the ceiling.

	“I wasn’t gone more than fifteen minutes, but when I got back, they’d closed the gates. Then Jinx came, and I thought she would spit me in the face. Dante and Danny Marconi had rifles aimed at me, and I couldn’t tell them why I left.”

	“Mill,” I whispered.

	“Hawker pulled me away, and I went back the next day, but I’d lost you by then. You were talking about how little you needed me and told me I had nothing to offer that you wanted.”

	“I didn’t say that, Miller. You kept talking about the child being yours, and how you didn’t even want to stay in this house if I was there.”

	He jerked back and stared at me.

	“You thought that’s what I meant?” he whispered.

	“I didn’t know what to think, and even before Jinx’ instant pregnancy test, I knew I was ruining everything for you,” I wailed. “You fought with your family, and you fought with your best friend,” I told him. He made a sound, but I kept talking, “I was leaving, but I heard you. Hawker said you’d regret this, and you agreed, Miller.”

	His arms twitched, but he remained silent, and so did I.

	“I’m thirty-four, Mary,” he said suddenly.

	“I know,” I said.

	“When you turn thirty, I’ll be fifty for Christ’s sake,” he went on, and I blinked.

	I wasn’t a math genius, but I knew how to add up numbers.

	“No…” I said slowly. “You’ll be forty-four.”

	“I look like I’m fifty already,” he muttered as if he hadn’t heard my correction and I blinked.

	“No…” I said again. “You barely look like you’re thirty.”

	“Mary,” he said sounding frustrated. “I’ll always be older than you.”

	I sat up and stared at him.

	“This was why?” I hissed.

	“Ma –”

	“You told Hawker you regretted sleeping with me because you have some ridiculous idea that you’re old?”

	“I did absolutely not tell him I regretted sleeping with you,” he protested. 

	“You said –”

	“No.”

	“But –”

	“You are gorgeous.”

	“What?” I asked, surprised by this change of topic.

	“Honey, you’re young and beautiful and talented. You could have… I don’t know. Someone like Kit, I guess.”

	“Are you out of your mind?” I asked because surely he was.

	“No,” he sighed, though his mouth curved into a rueful smile, “Maybe a little.”

	“Just so you know. I thought you meant that you’d regret it because you would get bored with your young and silly girlfriend, and then what would you do, with me being friends with Wil –”

	“Shut up,” he interrupted me rudely, and added sourly, “We really need to improve our communication.”

	I stared at him, and wondered how me being quiet would in any way improve our communication, and why were kind of fighting about stupid things we’d said and done.

	“We should probably talk more about things?” I asked uncertainly.

	“We should, so no more leaving like that, Mary,” he said.

	“Okay,” I agreed, but added, “No more fighting with your family or Hawker like that.”

	“Not sure I can promise that,” he countered, and added, “If someone behaves like an ass then I’m going to call them on it.”

	“But –”

	“Especially Hawk,” he muttered.

	“Really?” I sighed.

	“But if you don’t run away, I promise to let you yell at me afterward,” he said.

	I thought about what he’d said. Part of why I loved him was that he never took any shit from anyone, so to expect him to change that part was stupid.

	“Well, okay then,” I snapped and glared at him, although it was mostly fake, and he knew it.

	Suddenly his mouth curved, and he pulled me down to him again.

	“I love your hair, baby,” he said. “It makes you look like a pixie.”

	“You said so last night,” I said, thinking that we should probably argue about the rest of the things we’d said and done but not wanting to at all. 

	“You said that you hated it and that my neck used to be yours but now it wasn’t…”

	I trailed off and leaned my head back to look up at him.

	“You used to have your hair tied back sometimes,” he said. “I…” he paused and then he turned his face toward me, smiling a little. “I used to love to look at that thin, fragile neck, and the soft hair that snuck out of whatever you used to tie it up. Wondered how it would be if I ever got to put my mouth there. How you would smell.”

	My eyes burned suddenly and I wanted to say something but my mind was blank, and all I could do was stare at him.

	“You look gorgeous with your hair like that, Mary, but now everybody can see that neck. And it isn’t just mine anymore.”

	“Miller,” I breathed. “I… I don’t know what to say,” I confessed.

	“No need to say anything,” he said softly. “Just wanted you to know.”

	“I thought you wanted to throttle me,” I whispered.

	He started chuckling and squeezed me a little.

	“That thought passed my mind,” he muttered.

	“I bet Hawker thought so too,” I said, and added, “Or maybe not. He seemed to think the whole thing was funny.”

	“Last night’s a little blurry, baby,” he murmured.

	I giggled and leaned back to look at him.

	“There’s only one thing you really need to know about last night,” I said.

	“What?”

	“You told me you loved me, and I didn’t know that,” I said and his face softened.

	“Baby, how could you not know?” he murmured. “Everyone else knows.”

	I stared at him.

	“Everyone?”

	“Honey, you said I fought with my family, but I didn’t. Kit fought with his family.”

	“What?”

	“Carson and Bo were on our side all along. They still are, and Kit’s latest idiocy put him in the emergency room when they heard.”

	“What?” I squealed.

	“Believe it or not, but Bo broke his nose,” he said with a chuckle.

	I tried to say something but there was only a small wheeze coming out, and he kept talking.

	“Kit called you a thief and a whore, Mary. Hawker told him he wasn’t welcome in Norton, my lovely brother-in-law put a fist in his face, and his father refused to even talk to him. Carson changed locks on the gate and the house, packed up Kit’s things and put them on the porch. That’s all for show, and they’ll get over it, but right now, Kit’s in some serious shit with just about everyone. I’m not.”

	“Oh, no,” I said. “I never meant to –”

	“When are you going to get it, Mary?” he asked exasperatedly. “You are not breaking anything up. Kit is, and I could probably have handled things better, but you aren’t responsible for any of this”

	“But, Hawker?” I asked because I’d been the reason they fought.

	He started laughing, and I hissed.

	“Baby, Hawk and I fight all the time. I don’t think there’s been a week since the day I was born without at least one argument with that idiot.”

	“He took me to you last night,” I whispered.

	“Yeah,” he said. “I remember that part.”

	“You told him that if he were cream, he’d go well with apple pie,” I shared.

	“Huh?”

	“You said that’s how whipped he is,” I explained, and he started laughing.

	“I said that?” he asked. “That was kind of funny.”

	“You said that Dante was more whipped than anyone on this earth,” I told him.

	“Well, yeah,” he chuckled, “He is.”

	 “You also told everyone that you’d been a stripper and that you were better at it than Hawker.” I went on. He stilled, and I thought about the evening before. “I think that was it. No, wait, you also told us that your pubic hair is gray. Then you went inside to throw up, and after that, you mostly passed out.”

	“Shit,” he muttered.

	“Don’t worry,” I said. “You said it wouldn’t be dignified and I wasn’t allowed to watch, so I didn’t. I stayed outside.”

	He groaned, and the pained look on his face made me giggle.

	“I love you,” he murmured suddenly, and I melted into him, but before I could say the words back to him, he continued, “I told you that night we made love that I gave in, and I did. I’ll always be this much older than you, and if you can live with that, then I’ll live with it too.”

	“Miller,” I whispered. “You’re a legend in Marshes, and a hot as hell badass. I’ll always be this much younger than you, but I love you, and I’m not letting you go.”

	He rolled on top of me and started kissing me. Then he leaned back and frowned.

	“I’m a legend in Marshes?” he asked.

	Oh-oh.

	
Chapter Sixteen

	I apologize

	“Shut up,” Miller said rudely and turned out on Main Street.

	“But –”

	“I’m not going to argue with you on this. I love you, you love me, we’re having a child. Right fucking now, we’re going to see Hawker because he’s the justice of the peace in this place.”

	“Miller,” I protested. “I’m not that pregnant, and we agreed to not tell anyone for weeks and weeks.”

	“You’re pregnant enough,” he said. 

	“There is absolutely no need for us to get married and you are being completely ridiculous about it.”

	“That’s what you say, but see…” he said and parked outside Johns, the roadside bar that Hawker’s brother managed, grinned at me and said, “We’re still getting hitched.”

	Then he was outside, and suddenly I was pulled toward the low building.

	“I don’t want to get married, and I absolutely don’t want Hawker to do it,” I said quietly.

	He froze and turned to me.

	“Why not?”

	“Does it matter?” I asked.

	“Matters to me,” he replied.

	“He thought I came to Norton yesterday to get money from the trust,” I whispered. “That’s what everyone will think, and I hear what you’re saying Miller, but you need to get that I’m not marrying you. I can’t –”

	I stopped talking when I saw the look in his eyes.

	“He thought you came to Norton to get money from the trust?” he repeated slowly.

	“Yes, but he knows I didn’t. He –”

	“He said that to your face, Mary?” Miller asked in a low and scary rumble.

	“Yes, but –”

	He let go of me and started walking toward the bar, flung the door open and walked inside. After a moment of stunned immobility, I ran after him and heard Hawker greet him.

	“Miller, hey man, how –”

	Then Miller took a couple of quick steps forward and flew over a table to tackle Hawker, and his chair, backward. They crashed into the floor with a loud thump, and then Millers' arms were swinging wildly.

	“Mill,” Hawker grunted, and then, “Jesus, man.”

	“You thought she came for the money?” Miller barked and punched him in the face. “And told her so?”

	Hawker pushed him off and tried to get up, but Miller went at him again, and this time Hawker fought back. It was still afternoon, so the bar wasn’t crowded, but the ones who were there started forming a circle around the men on the floor. When Wilder suddenly cheered loudly, I unfroze and ran toward the fighting men, only to be stopped immediately by a strong arm around my waist.

	“Not a good idea, Mary,” Jack said with a wide grin. “Our boys clearly have something to sort out, so why don’t you and I go and have some coffee while they do that, hmm?”

	I stared at him and heard another grunt, and this time I thought it was from Miller.

	“What?” I breathed.

	“This happens all the time, sweetie,” Mac said, and I jerked around to look at him. “Hawker’s a dick most of the time, and Miller can be one too, so yeah…” he trailed off and indicated the fight by circling his index finger in the air a few times. “This happens a lot. You should probably get used to it.”

	I blinked. Miller had said that they fought all the time, and if they ended up where they were currently over just a small misunderstanding, he’d apparently not exaggerated.

	“Coffee,” I sighed.

	Then I walked out of Johns, followed by a chuckling Jack, and Wilder’s loud cheers. Apparently, she rooted for Miller and not her dad.

	I sat in the soft chair in the back corner and sipped on a latte when a small, old lady came through the door and marched right up to me.

	“When are you going to do Miller?” she asked.

	I choked on my coffee, thinking that she surely couldn’t mean what I thought she meant.

	“Uh,” I wheezed.

	“Tonight?” she pushed, and I blinked.

	Wow. That was kind of specific, wasn’t it?

	“Ma,” Jack choked out, “Jeez, you’re scaring the girl.”

	“She did Poopy, and Marjorie just won’t shut up about it, so she’ll have to do Miller or I will become a neighbor-killer,” she said and turned to me. “You don’t want me to become a neighbor-killer, do you?”

	No?” I said weakly, though it came out as a question more than anything else because my mind was still spinning.

	“Here she is,” the woman said, pulled a photo out of her purse, and handed it to me.

	I felt my eyes widen and my jaw fall.

	“You have a pig called Miller?” I asked.

	“Miniature pig,” she said.

	“Miniature,” I repeated weakly. “It’s a…” I realized I couldn’t remember what a female pig was called, so I settled for, “She?”

	“Gilt,” the woman said, “We haven’t bred her, so she isn’t a sow.”

	“Gilt,” I echoed and felt how my belly started to quiver.

	“So, can you draw her?”

	“Ma,” Jack snapped. “Mary has other things to do and she can’t –”

	I started laughing hysterically and had to put my coffee down.

	“Yes, Mrs –” I paused, but she didn’t introduce herself, so I went on, “I will absolutely draw Miller-the-pig for you.”

	“Good,” she said and sat down and pursed her lips, surveying me with eyes that were sharp and perceptive. “Miller waited long enough, but I see why he did.”

	“Thanks,” I said, though it came out kind of muffled because I was still laughing, so.

	“I’m Veronica Pearson, but you can call me Vera.”

	“Vera,” I said, and stretched my hand out, “It is so nice to meet you. I’m Mary.”

	Then Jack brought his mother coffee and sat down with us. I learned that Miller had saved Miller-the-pig’s life, which was the reason for the name. I also learned that Miller had dated Jack’s sister when he was eighteen and that he’d been arrested thirteen times for speeding by Hawker’s father when he was the sheriff.

	While we talked, I pulled out a drawing pad and let my pen move over the paper. It didn’t take me long to finish what I thought was an okay sketch of the white pig with black spots.

	“What do you think?” I asked.

	“You’re good, girl. Really good,” she said with a satisfied smile. “Better than Murielle, and she’s always been clever with her pens.”

	“Murielle?” I asked.

	“My cousin, the chalkboard idiot,” Jack mumbled.

	“Aha,” I said noncommittally.

	His cousin hadn’t been very good at the chalkboard, but there was no need to insult a woman I’d never even met, and maybe she was better at drawing or painting, I thought.

	“Married Gilmore Johns’ youngest,” Vera said, and when I raised my brows, she muttered, “She wanted Hawker, but he wouldn’t touch her with a pair of tweezers, so she got her claws in his younger brother instead.”

	“Ma,” Jack sighed.

	“Well she did, and they seem happy enough,” she replied. “All those years at the University and then she’s a housewife in Norton, doing your boards every week,” she muttered, and added under her breath, “It’s a waste, though.”

	I wasn’t sure what Vera meant, but regardless, I did not think it was a waste at all since Jack’s cousin clearly had limited artistic talents, and whatever the woman had studied in University could be picked up again when the kids were older. I remembered Wilder’s description of her, and it had not been a favorable one, although I wondered if my friend knew that her aunt-in-law had been chasing her father.

	“Mary,” a deep voice suddenly said by the door and I turned.

	Hawker was standing there, with Miller at his side. They were both grinning so I assumed that they’d settled their differences. They seemed relatively unharmed too, although Hawker had the beginning of a black eye and a split lip. 

	They were suddenly pushed to the side and Wilder, Mac, Jinx, and Dante walked past them.

	“Coffee!” Wilder squealed, and the young girl behind the counter jumped.

	Two men that I didn’t recognize followed Wilder to the counter at the back and then three girls about my age walked through the door, carrying shopping bags. They shouted cheery hellos to Jack and started flipping the t-shirts around on a rack to the side, trying to hide their curious glances at me.

	Then Sloane walked in, glanced at her man and the gathering in the store, and her mouth curved. She walked over to me, and we hugged.

	“Hey, sweetie,” she said.

	Miller suddenly cleared his throat but didn’t move or say a word.

	“Shit,” Hawker said.

	I raised my brows and waited.

	“Mary,” Hawker said again. Then he took a deep breath and muttered something.

	“What was that, honey?” Sloane asked, and by the smug look on her face, I suspected she knew something I didn’t.

	Hawker gave her a sour glance, and then Miller cleared his throat again, but this time he was grinning and wiggling his brows at me.

	“I was completely out of line, Mary. I had no business making assumptions, and I was rude,” Hawker pressed out through clenched teeth. 

	“Okay,” I said.

	Miller cleared his throat for the third time.

	“I apologize,” Hawker said quickly, but then his face softened. “I really do, Mary. I apologize for what I said yesterday, but also what I said before. I was an ass, and I shouldn’t have been. Please forgive me.”

	Everyone in the store-slash-coffee shop froze and stared at him. 

	“Thank you,” I said quietly, wondering about the strange mood.

	“I never thought I’d live to see this day,” Vera breathed.

	Jack tried to hide a chuckle, which earned him a glare and a harsh, “What are you laughing at?” from Hawker.

	“You,” Jack said calmly. “Never heard you apologize like that for anything in your life. You wrecked my dirt bike. Twice. Didn’t get any apology from you.”

	“Fixed it up again, didn’t I?” Hawker muttered.

	“Dad,” Wilder snapped. “You left me for almost twenty years with my silly mother and a criminal step-father. No apology.”

	He turned to her, but I heard Sloane make a small huffing sound.

	“You slept with me, left during the night, and never called. I can’t remember an apology,” she said.

	“I had the wrong number,” he snapped sourly.

	“And you haven’t apologized for that either,” she snapped right back, but I could see how the tips of her mouth quivered.

	“You left Marshes, and I got kidnapped and chased through the night,” Jinx declared, and everyone turned to her. “Just saying,” she said, “I almost died, and there has been no apology for that lovely incident, so far.”

	Hawker turned to Miller who grinned back at him and snorted, “This went way better than thought it would, Hawk.”

	I started giggling, and Hawker walked over to me.

	“Only for Mill, and only this once,” he murmured, and leaned to the side to kiss his girlfriend.

	“I really appreciate it,” I said, trying my best to hold my laughter back because he looked so dismayed.

	“You’re at Da’s house tonight. We’ll use his Bible,” Hawker muttered.

	I stared at him, and then I glared at Miller.

	“You –” I started and pointed at him, but he was pushed to the side, and a loud voice boomed over the coffee shop.

	“Darlings!”

	Bozo sashayed into the store and stretched his arms out. He wore a thin jacket with a fur collar, and a chic scarf in bright pink tied around his neck. His lipstick was, as always, flawlessly applied and matched the scarf perfectly. Carson stopped next to Miller, but Bo continued toward me. 

	“Mary, my beautiful…” he started, but then my appearance stunned him into silence, and he stopped. “Fairy princess,” he breathed, finally. 

	“You like?” I asked.

	“Love!” he called out, and had almost reached me when he added, “And the glow!” 

	What?

	“I come bearing presents for you, little mama!”

	What? No! Shit.

	“I’ve searched the stores to find just the right things ever since we heard that you’d been impregnated,” he said, enunciating the last word loud enough for people in Prosper to hear.

	There were cheers mixed up with laughter all around me, but all I got out was a weak, “Bo…”

	“I’ll be the best uncle in the whole world,” he declared, “You’ll see.”

	Carson walked across the floor, and his soft smile made my throat close up, and my eyes sting. Then he wrapped his arms tightly around me and held me.

	“Stupid, stupid girl,” he muttered. “I’ll be the best uncle in the whole world too.”

	I leaned into him and smiled.

	“I know you will,” I whispered.

	“What?” Bo called out with mock annoyance. “I get no hug?”

	I turned my head and looked at his happy face.

	“I hope it’s a girl,” he exclaimed, and declared, “It must be.”

	I blinked, wondering why it had to be a girl when I had no doubt in my mind that any child of Miller’s wouldn’t dare to be anything but a boy. He must have seen my confusion because he wrapped his arms around both Carson and me, and explained in a whisper that wasn’t nearly quiet enough.

	“Doing it in a room that pink, Mary. I’m sure it’ll be a girl.”

	Then he pulled back and narrowed his eyes.

	“It was in your room, right?”

	There was a stunned silence, and then loud laughter echoed again, and I laughed too, although by then it was breathy and slightly hysterical.

	“Yeah, Boz,” Miller snorted and added, “It was in that room.”

	“I did not need to know that,” Carson muttered, and Bo stared at him.

	“Of course you needed to know that. Wouldn’t you like to know if there was an imminent need to change the couch, or say, get a new kitchen counter?”

	There wasn’t any answer to that, so no one provided it, but when I looked feebly around the room, everyone was grinning at me. Then Jack clapped Miller on the back and congratulated him.

	“That was fast,” he said.

	“It only takes once,” Hawker muttered, most likely speaking from experience since he’d gotten two women pregnant by mistake himself.

	“Actually,” Dante started but stopped speaking when Miller speared him with a glare. “If you don’t want to be a legend…” he said, grinning and raising his hands in the air.

	“I can’t believe he brought that up,” I breathed into Millers tee.

	“I still can’t believe you counted,” he countered, but I felt his chest shake, and then he laughed down at me.

	“I guess we’ll be going to Gilmore Johns tonight?”

	I smiled sweetly back at him, so full of happiness it felt like my heart was overflowing with it.

	“I love you,” I said, and added sweetly, “But I think it’s safe to say that hell will freeze over before we get married.”

	He started laughing again, and so did Hawker.

	“We’re not getting married tonight, you know that, right?” I asked.

	“So you say,” Hawk murmured.

	“Hawker,” I said patiently. “We won’t.”

	“I hear that,” he replied.

	“No,” I said.

	He just snickered, and walked away, muttering, “Whatever.”

	Miller slung an arm around my shoulders and declared that we were leaving. He’d either had enough of Jack’s coffee shop or, more likely, felt the need for a few hours of sleep.

	“You’re staying with us?” he asked his brother, and I melted into him.

	We were an us.

	“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Bo said. “Newlyweds should have some privacy.”

	“We’re not –” I started.

	“They’re with me,” Hawker interrupted.

	“Let’s go, baby,” Miller said, and since he sounded exasperated, I picked up my bag and then we were in the car again.

	“That was nice,” I said when we were alone in the car. “Surreal, but nice.”  

	
Chapter Seventeen

	You’d better believe I’ll hyphenate

	There was a wedding that night, which apparently was expected, but it didn’t come about the way everyone anticipated.

	The first thing I saw when we walked into Gilmore Johns' living room was a buffet laid out on a side table, and I eyed it greedily. 

	“Are you hungry?” Bo asked. “In your delicate condition, I’m sure you can start before the rest of us,” he added.

	I stared at him.

	“I’ve been pregnant for less than a week, Bo. In fact, we don’t actually know for sure yet.”

	“I could do a blood test, and we’d know,” Jinx said.

	“No,” Miller retorted calmly.

	Ha, I thought, though I didn’t say it. I wanted to wait and pee on a stick like a normal person. 

	“But –”

	“No,” Miller repeated. “Either she is, just got, or will be pregnant. Don’t care which it is.”

	Shit, I thought. We’d not taken any precautions, so he was right about that.

	Hawker grinned, and then he said, “A few of us need to talk about some things before we eat.”

	“Willy’s papers?” I asked, and he nodded but looked warily at his brothers who were entering the room together with his father.

	They were apparently not invited to their little pow-wow.

	“You guys go ahead,” I said. “I’ll spend some time with your family, Hawk.”

	He looked relieved, but added quietly, “You can come too, Mary, if you want to.”

	“Thanks, but no thanks,” I said, squeezed Millers' waist and walked off toward the group that had entered the room, calling out over my shoulder, “Don’t take too long or I give no guarantees the buffet will remain untouched.”

	“You’re the size of a mosquito, Mary,” Hawker called back, “Pretty sure you could eat as much as you want and we wouldn’t notice it.”

	I laughed at him, winked at Miller and turned to introduce myself to the men who clearly were Hawker’s brothers, Hare and Magnus.

	Carson left with Hawker, but Bo didn’t, and neither did Sloane, and they clearly knew the Johns family well. I sat tucked into Bo’s side and laughed at their hilarious banter when the sound of high heels approaching made me turn toward the door. The sound seemed so out of place, and I glanced down at my sneakers. 

	“Murielle,” Magnus greeted his wife, and I caught sight of the woman who had drawn the crappy pattern in Jack’s coffee shop, and according to gossip chased Hawker when she was younger.

	“Hello everyone,” she said breezily, walked through the room as if she owned it and sat down with a satisfied sigh. “The kids are in bed, finally.”

	She didn’t look like Jack at all, and she was beautiful. That was the first thing that ran through my mind, although when I looked more carefully at her, I knew why Wilder had thought she looked hard. There was something around her mouth that made her look dissatisfied, almost bitter, and her eyes were shrewd.

	“Sloane,” she drawled and nodded toward the woman sitting next to me. “You’re looking very… voluptuous,” she added, although it sounded like she wanted to say fat.

	My brows went up when I realized that she’d just insulted her brother-in-law’s girlfriend. His very pregnant girlfriend.

	“Of course she does,” I giggled immediately, and explained the obvious, “That’s because she’s pregnant.” 

	There was a stunned silence, and I felt Bo’s mid-riff quiver a little. She turned slowly toward me, and I smiled sunnily even though I wanted to slap her.

	“I don’t remember meeting you before,” she said calmly.

	“That’s probably because we haven’t met,” I replied. “I’m Mary.”

	“Ah, Miller’s little girlfriend,” she said.

	“Absolutely,” I agreed. “I won’t be little for much longer, though.” I winked at Sloane who looked like she’d sucked on a lemon but wanted to laugh at the same time, and added, “I’ll be voluptuous too, I suppose.”

	“And you’ll look gorgeous,” Bo said and glared at Murielle as he added, “Like a pixie-goddess.”

	“Sweetie,” I said and leaned my head back to look at him. “I’ll probably look fat, although I know you’ll never say that because that would be so incredibly rude, wouldn’t it?”

	Bo’s eyes crinkled in the corners, and he pressed his lips together slightly but he didn’t say anything, and after a stunned silence, Gilmore murmured something about checking on the food and left the room.

	“I saw your drawing in my cousin’s shop,” Murielle said sweetly, and added, “It must have been good for you to practice, and I’m sure you’ll improve over time. It wasn’t bad at all, in spite of the lines being rather crude.”

	All the men straightened, but I started laughing.

	“Thank you,” I said happily, “It’s a chalkboard in a coffee shop, so crude is what should be there. And I’m so sorry I had to wipe out absolutely everything that you had done, including the gridlines you used when you tried to make it straight. I didn’t need them at all, but I hope it won’t be too much trouble for you to draw new ones.”

	I kept my cheerful smile, holding her angry gaze and wondering what she’d say next when a low voice startled me.

	“Baby.” 

	I turned, and my smile went from fake to genuine in a heartbeat.

	“Miller,” I sighed. “Don’t tell me it’s time to eat already? We’re having such a good time here.”

	“Let’s eat,” Gilmore boomed from the buffet, answering my question, and I jumped up with a girly squeal. 

	“Food!”

	“Yes!” Bo cheered and helped Sloane up from the couch. 

	“Baby,” Miller repeated on a sigh, but when I looked at him, he was smiling sweetly, so I did too and then we joined the others at the buffet table.

	Dinner was excellent, and the mood was great. Murielle stayed by her husband’s side, and I stayed away from them. To my surprise, she seemed to be friendly with Carson, although a short, whispered conversation with Bo made his brows lower, and he stayed away from her after that. She hadn’t been very nice, but I mostly felt sorry for her, being a part of that big lovely family but not appreciating it, and thus not being appreciated.

	“I hear you’re going to Thend next week?” Gilmore asked me, and I smiled at him.

	“Absolutely,” I said. 

	I had told Miller a little about my family earlier that day. When I explained that things had not been good when I left, but that I felt ready to go back and face Reuben and my foster brothers, he’d immediately offered to go with me. 

	“You’re from Thend?” Hare asked.

	“Absolutely,” I repeated, and giggled at his surprise, although I understood where it came from.

	Thend was a small cluster of houses on the northern tip of the plains, tucked in next to the mountain range. There were farms spread out in the area, but the population was sparse, and they were poor. As in, dirt poor struggling each day to survive poor. They were also mostly dark-skinned, and stocky. My pale shade of pasty beige and wavy, brown hair was very different, and when Hawker had likened me to a mosquito, he hadn’t been entirely inaccurate.

	“I was a foster child to a family there for several years,” I explained.

	“How depressing,” Murielle drawled.

	Miller moved, but I put a hand on his arm.

	“My foster mother struggled with cancer for three years, and then she died, so yes, Murielle. I guess you could say it was depressing,” I said quietly.

	Something passed through her eyes, and her mouth twitched.

	“I’m sorry,” she murmured, to my surprise. “I didn’t mean –”

	“I know,” I said. “It’s easy to accidentally hurt people with words, but there are things that hurt worse.”

	There was another long uncomfortable silence, but I refused to be the one breaking it.

	“I’m sorry,” she said again, and I smiled at her.

	“It’s okay,” I said.

	“When do you want to go?” Mac asked. “Wednesday would be best for me to be here, but I can shift things around.”

	“Wednesday works for me,” Miller said calmly, and since everyone had stopped glaring at Murielle, I smiled happily.

	“Wednesday it is,” I exclaimed, but then my brows went up. “Don’t look, but I think we have a secret agent spying on us,” I stage whispered with a grin.

	“Althea, for heaven’s sake,” Murielle snapped immediately and looked over her shoulder at her daughter who quickly disappeared behind a corner. “Excuse me,” she added, and we watched her in silence as she marched across the floor in long angry strides.

	Wilder made an annoyed sound and Hawkers brows had lowered, though I didn’t know if they were upset with Althea for sneaking around past her bedtime or with Murielle for being so ridiculously angry about it.

	“I’m sorry,” I murmured. “I didn’t think it was such a big deal, I shouldn’t –”

	“It isn’t a big deal, Mary,” Hawker said. “Murielle is the only one who thinks so,” he added with a long look at his brother.

	“How about dessert?” Sloane interrupted, and I smiled at her.

	“Absolutely,” I said and nudged Wilder. “Let it go,” I murmured, and she sighed.

	We ate enormous pieces of cheesecake, and slowly the irritation faded away and the mood was good again in a way not even the return of a stone-faced Murielle could cut through. Miller had his arm around me, and I leaned my head on his shoulder, on the brink of falling asleep when I heard Gilmore.

	“Here it is,” he said, and there was a thud on the table in front of me. 

	I opened my eyes slowly and saw exactly what I thought I’d see.

	The Johns’ family Bible.

	“No,” I said. 

	“Baby,” Miller muttered, although it sounded as if he was laughing.

	I focused on Gilmore instead and smiled at the old man. 

	“I will not marry anyone today, you know,” I said quietly. “We can all accept that fact, or things will become embarrassing. Either way is fine with me, but I really would prefer a dignified acceptance.”

	“Mary,” Hawker sighed. “You’re expecting Miller’s child. You’ll be living with him. You’re building a life together…” he trailed off, and I stared at him, wondering if the man was out of his mind. Then he smiled confidently and added, “Marriage is a celebration of love, isn’t it?”

	I opened my mouth, and couldn’t get a sound out. Was he for real?

	“Uh, Dad,” Wilder whispered loudly.

	“Quiet,” he said gently.

	“Dad,” she insisted.

	“What?” he asked impatiently.

	“Sloane,” Wilder said and twitched her head toward the woman next to her father.

	Sloane was grinning widely, knowing that he’d put his foot deeply into a pile of manure, and clearly looking forward to what would come.

	“Sloane, what?” he asked with his brows high on his forehead.

	This made Mac bark out laughter, but Wilder lost control of her temper.

	“Sloane is expecting your child, you’re living together and work around everything so that you have a life together,” she hissed, and added, “I haven’t seen you exchanging any vows.”

	“This is true,” Sloane murmured, and added lazily, “I guess we’re not ready to celebrate our love, Hawker?”

	I bit my lip, and since Miller’s chest suddenly shook I knew he also had a hard time holding back laughter. Hawker turned slowly toward Sloane and raised his brows.

	“You want to get married?” he asked.

	“Not really,” she said. “But I don’t get why Mary must celebrate her love when you don’t have to.”

	“I’m the justice of the peace, remember. I can’t very well marry myself,” Hawker muttered.

	“Aha,” Gilmore boomed so loudly we all jumped. “You forget that I am one too. We can schedule it for any time that works for you both? This weekend perhaps?”

	“Da,” Hawker said exasperatedly.

	“Or any other time that you think is suitable. If I remember correctly, it wasn’t difficult…” Gilmore continued, frowned, and muttered, “I think that a few witnesses were required?”

	“I’d be more than happy to bear witness to the blessed nuptials,” Miller said calmly, although I felt his belly quiver.

	“Nuptials! I totally adore nuptials! Please, Gilmore, can I be a blessed witness too?” Bo exclaimed gleefully, and loudly. 

	“Excellent,” Gilmore said and turned to his son who looked like he was ready to explode. Gilmore immediately narrowed his brows and barked, “Hawker Patrick Johns, I’m sure you wouldn’t dream of insulting Sloane and would be happy to accept her hand in marriage. After all, I think I heard you said that marriage is a celebration of love?”

	When Hawker said not a word, his father grunted, “Answer me, boy.”

	“Yes,” Hawker hissed. “I –”

	“Excellent,” Gilmore interrupted and turned to Sloane. “And you,” he sighed, “The beautiful Sloane Parks. You would make him a perfect wife, which is something I’m sure you would agree to too?”

	She stared at him, and he grinned. 

	“Yes?” she said although it sounded more like a question.

	“Yes,” Gilmore boomed. “I think that was it.”

	There was a stunned silence, and I heard Miller make a strangled, hoarse sound.

	“Well?” Gilmore said impatiently, “What are you waiting for, son? You may kiss your bride now.”

	“But…” Hawker was for once speechless.

	Then Wilder started giggling hysterically, and jumped to her feet, raised her empty beer bottle, and shouted, “To the happy couple!”

	Loud, uproarious laughter echoed through the room as we all cheered for the newlyweds, but when we sat down again, neither Hawker, Sloane or Gilmore had moved.

	“You married us, Gil?” Sloane whispered.

	“I think so,” he replied.

	“Yeah, Sloane,” Hawker said. “He did. Witnesses. Our full names, mentioning marriage, and we both said yes.”

	The stunned silence that ensued was deafening. I had assumed it was a joke on Hawker’s behalf, and when I saw Wilder’s face, I knew she’d thought the same.

	“Dad…” she whispered, but his eyes were on Sloane.

	Suddenly he smiled a little, looking very sweet as he did, and then he murmured, “I love you, babe. I would have asked eventually.” 

	 “I wouldn’t have accepted,” she snorted.

	“You would have. Eventually,” he said, and murmured, “Sloane Johns.”

	She reared back and raised her brows.

	“You’d better believe I’ll hyphenate,” she said haughtily, and added, “Da will be furious when he hears about this.”

	“Yeah,” Hawker agreed, with no little amount of satisfaction in his voice.

	Cheers erupted again, although this time the laughter was out of happiness, and our congratulations to the stunned couple were heartfelt, although mine was perhaps a little smug. Murielle said all the right things, but she kept it short, and it didn’t seem sincere.

	When we’d settled on the couches and chairs again, Hawker muttered, “Hyphenate, my ass.”

	“Sloane Parks-Johns,” Sloane said. “It sounds dignified.”

	“It sounds ridiculous.”

	“It actually does sound nice,” Jinx said. “I think I’ll –”

	“No,” Dante interrupted her calmly.

	“But it would –”

	“Nellie. No.”

	She turned to him and grinned, “Okay,” she said.

	“What the –” Miller said and stared at Dante as if he’d never seen him before. “She agreed. Just like that.”

	“Mill, please. I don’t run around swinging my fists and cursing all the time, but I get what I want when it matters,” Dante said, smiling calmly. Then he added smugly, “I don’t see a ring on your girl’s finger.”

	Hawker started laughing, and I could tell that Miller tried hard to hold his anger, with no success at all.

	“Shit,” he muttered, but he did it laughing.

	Everyone got ready to leave shortly after that, and since it wasn’t very late, Bo and Carson decided to drive the few hours home instead of staying with what had turned out to be the newlyweds.

	Miller laughed all the way home, and when he locked the door, he started again.

	“Miller, it was sweet,” I told him.

	“That sneaky old man,” he muttered.

	“Yeah,” I said. “His brothers seemed happy,” I added.

	“They like Sloane.”

	“I don’t think Magnus’ wife likes Sloane,” I said quietly.

	“No, baby, she doesn’t,” he replied and looked searchingly at me. “She wanted Hawker, and thinks she settled for Mags.”

	“That’s sad,” I whispered.

	“She’s a bitch,” he said, and when I wanted to protest, he insisted, “She is, honey. I’ve known her all my life and avoided her most of it. Hawk stayed clear of her, and the rest of us did too.”

	“The rest of you?”

	“Honey, she knows about the birds. Most people in the village has no clue, but some know, and she figured it out somehow. She wanted one.”

	“A bird?”

	“Sweetie, no,” he said gently. “One of the men from the families. She wanted a child who had a bird.”

	“Why?” I asked, not getting what she would gain out of that.

	“Don’t know. Power? Importance? Feeling special?”

	“But that’s ridiculous,” I said.

	“Oh, Mary,” he chuckled, “I love you so.”

	“I love you too,” I said, and since he leaned down I tilted my head back.

	Later we were in our usual position in bed, and I was tucked tightly into his side. 

	“What did you discuss in your secret huddle?” I asked.

	“Huddle?” he asked.

	“Powwow? Conclave? What do I know what you call your secret get-togethers?” I said sleepily.

	“Meeting would be a good word,” he chuckled. “We talked about the code sheets and Francesco Fratinelli.”

	“Code sheets?”

	“The papers Willy left for Wilder. Jinx thinks it’s some kind of code, but she had no clue how to decipher them and went on forever about keys and substitution methods. Olly will see if he can find someone we can trust.”

	“Olly?” 

	“Yeah. He knows a bunch of computer geeks, though they’re mostly hackers, so he wasn’t sure, and we can’t exactly publish the sheets on the net.”

	“Why not?” I asked curiously.

	What a strange world they lived in, talking about bad guys and hackers as if it was nothing unusual at all.

	“Because –” He stopped speaking and after a while, he murmured, “I actually don’t know why we can’t.”

	“So, do it. Pretend it’s to filter out applicants to some fancy project at that research center Jinx is planning. Make it into a competition, and say that the ones who send in the right answer will have a chance to get an interview with her. If someone figures it out, they will absolutely not tell anyone else, for fear of losing out on the possibility to meet the famous Jiminella Sweetwater.”

	He got up on an elbow and stared at me.

	“What?” I asked.

	“We spent a lot of time discussing what to do with the damned sheets, while you were covertly insulting Murielle Johns,” he murmured. “Next time, I’ll insult Murielle, and you can sit in on the meeting.”

	
Chapter Eighteen

	Mansion

	 

	When we walked into my apartment, it felt like I had been away for a lifetime. So much had happened and I sighed as I stood in my small one bedroom place, in a dingy apartment building on the south side of Prosper.

	I’d given notice, and the landlord was letting me out of the lease immediately so we would pack everything up, although I suspected that I’d want to throw away most of it. The furniture was the cheapest second-hand things I’d been able to find, and since I’d made sure my waitress jobs included free meals, there were only a few basics in the kitchen. 

	Carson and Bo had wanted to come with us, but I’d declined, saying that it would be quick and their help wasn’t needed. I’d tried to get Miller to stay with his brother while I sorted out my things, but that had apparently not even been worth replying to because he’d just snorted and moved me to the passenger side of his car. 

	“I want my car,” I muttered when we’d been on the road for a while.

	“Baby, don’t call it a car,” Miller said with a pained expression on his face. “Hurts to hear that piece of sh-”

	“So you said already,” I snapped. “But it takes me from point A to point B, and it has four wheels, so it’s clearly a car. It’s also the only thing I can afford.”

	“Mary,” he started, but I knew what he was going to say, or at least I suspected that I knew.

	“No.”

	“Ba –”

	“No. No Mary, or baby, or honey. You are not buying a car for me.”

	“Wasn’t planning to,” he said.

	“Really?” I asked, feeling a little bit stupid, but mostly very surprised.

	He was silent for a while and then he muttered, “Okay, yeah. I was going to say that you could use this one and I’ll drive the bike. It’ll be too cold for the bike in a few months so –”

	“Miller, no. I can’t accept that. I’ll do my final exams, then I’ll figure something out. I’ll try to sell some of my illustrations, or if there’s an opening at the museum in Twin City, I could commute from Norton.”

	“You can’t commute to Twin City, honey. You’ll spend at least two hours in that crap vehicle you own, every day, and then when the baby comes, what’ll you do?”

	Shit. I hadn’t thought about that. 

	“I love you,” he said gently.

	“I love you too,” I replied quietly.

	“Good. We’re in a relationship, you're being stubborn, but we both know you’ll eventually be my wife. You’re going to have to accept that I’m going to pay for shit.”

	“The house, yes. My own clothes and what I drive – no. I have to contribute to our family, Miller.”

	He stretched out a hand to grab mine so abruptly I jumped, and then he raised my hand to his lips and kissed the knuckles gently. 

	“Sometimes the beauty of you just blows me away, Mary,” he murmured and put his hand, and mine, on his thigh. “I’m pretty easy,” he said after a while. “I like my job. Like my bird. Get a few kicks out of the shit I do with Hawker and the others…”

	I disagreed with what his statement that he was easy, but waited silently for him to continue.

	“What I wanted the most, and always thought I’d have, was a family. I’m not dreaming of the things Kit wants, baby.”

	“I know,” I said.

	“A wife, a couple of kids. A dog or two. That’s about it,” he said and kept his eyes firmly fixed on the road in front of us.

	“Do you think I don’t know that?” I asked because he seemed tense.

	“Just saying,” he muttered, and added almost defiantly, “I’m not poor,”

	I nodded because I knew that, but he went on immediately.

	“But I’m not rich either.”

	“Okay.”

	“Not rich like Wilder,” he added.

	“Jinx has more money than Wilder,” I said calmly.

	“Huh?”

	“Just saying, Mill,” I echoed his earlier words. “I have money to pay the remaining rent and a few bills that I expect to find in the mail. After that, I’ll have a few hundred left in my bank account.”

	“Oh, honey,” he murmured.

	“I usually have more of a buffer, but I haven’t worked since that day they took me away, and I still had to pay for the apartment.” I turned to look at him, and he glanced at me when I squeezed his leg gently. “I will let you pay for shit, Miller, but I have some pride, and I can’t let you pay for everything. We’ll have to find a way to let me hold on to that pride.” 

	“I hear what you’re saying, and of course we will. I know you don’t want any of it, but you need to know that there will be money from the Norton-fund for the child,” he said, keeping his eyes on the road, although the corners of his eyes crinkled a little when he added, “If you were married to me, what we get would double.”

	“Miller…”

	“Just saying,” he muttered, though I heard laughter in his voice.

	“Marriage is mandatory to get a share of the funds?” I asked

	“Yup. Archaic, but that’s how it’s set up, and no one has asked to have it changed,” he said, and added quickly, “And no. I will damned well not be the first to ask for that change.”

	I started laughing at the look on his face and squeezed his leg again.

	“Wouldn’t dream of asking you to do that,” I said.

	We drove on in silence, and I started to make plans, hoping that I’d make enough money off my drawing skills to give me a little bit of independence. Then we drove up in front of the worn-down block I had lived in and walked into my home.

	We were about half way through it all when there suddenly was a loud knock on the door.

	“Yoo-hoo!”

	I pulled my head out of the cardboard box I’d been packing books in, and my eyes met Miller’s.

	“You told Bo the address?” I asked.

	“Nope,” he said, but grinned crookedly. “Might have told my brother, though.”

	I speared him with a glare over my shoulder as I walked out of the small bedroom that I used as my working space, and he chuckled.

	“Mary, my lovely!” Bo exclaimed, and walked toward me with his arms stretched out.

	Two of the young men that I’d met that evening Kit and I had been to the Art Museum followed him, mimicking both his words and gestures.

	“What are you doing here?” I asked into the group hug I found myself enveloped in.

	“I was going to let you do this on your own, but then I totally stumbled over your address, and I had to come!” Bo said, and the other two men nodded decisively.

	“What?”

	“I grew up here!” Bo said.

	“Here?” I echoed stupidly and looked around in the condo as if Bo’s parents would suddenly materialize out of thin air.

	“I’m a Southie boy, born and raised,” he said with a grin. “Lived two blocks from here until I finally made enough money to get away.”

	I stared at him.

	“Mary,” he suddenly said quietly and without his usual flamboyance. “There’s no need to be embarrassed about living here. We do what we have to do to survive, my lovely.”

	Then he turned around and clapped his hands.

	“Get to work boys! I’m not your boss for the next few hours. Today you work for Mary.”

	Packing went quickly after that, and it would have been even quicker if Bo hadn’t started squealing every time he caught sight of something I’d painted. When the three of them heard that I’d painted the flowers on the pillowcases decorating my couch I thought they would have a collective stroke. Their phones were yet again whipped out, and pictures were taken from all angles

	When we got to my clothes, I tried to get them to go and pick up lunch or start in the kitchen, but they were impossible to deter.

	“I don’t want you to rifle around in my underwear,” I murmured finally.

	They froze and stared at me.

	“You do realize that we’re gay, right?” one of my assistants for the day asked finally.

	“Ye –”

	“Of course she does,” Bo snorted, and turned to me. “Don’t worry sweetie, we won’t steal any of it.”

	I blinked.

	“You’re such a tiny little thing,” he continued, “It wouldn’t fit anyway.”

	I blinked again, trying desperately to not get an image of Bo in the kind of underwear I usually wore.

	“Jinx…” he said and grinned widely. “Well, that’s another story. She’s bootylicious enough so her stuff I’d totally nick if I had a chance.”

	“Uh,” I said, thinking that I’d have to warn Jinx.

	“She likes black lace, I hear,” Bo said, and added sassily, “Carson does too.”

	I stared at him, wondering if Carson really was wearing underwear made from black lace, or if he simply liked the look of them, which meant Bo was wearing them. They snickered, but I just shook my head slightly because I didn’t want to know either way.

	In the end, we could fit most of what I wanted to keep into Miller's car. Bo took a few boxes and said he’d put it in one of their barns, and then he ordered the men I assumed was his assistants, or secretaries, or just minions in general, to take everything else away.

	“Throw it in a dumpster, burn it up, I don’t care,” he snapped when they asked what to do with it.

	“Donate it,” I said calmly. “There’s a thrift shop down the road, they’ll either take it or tell you what to do with it.”

	They thanked me profusely, and I held up a finger. Then I walked over to the truck and brought out the two pillows they’d admired so much.

	“Thank you for the help today,” I said and handed them the pillows. “If you want these…” 

	The gushing that ensued was kind of embarrassing, but also very sweet. Bo pouted and sulked because there were only two pillows, so I had to promise him I’d make new ones for him and Carson. I was laughing as we drove off, relieved to have handed in my keys, and happy that the day was over.

	On our way out of Prosper I asked Miller to drive by the house I’d spent my first ten years in, and we crept along the narrow, suburban street, lined with small, red, brick houses. I hadn’t been back since that day when I lost my family, but the few memories I had of my life there were blurry, and seeing my childhood home meant less to me than I thought it would. Then we took the route back to the highway via the swankier suburbs, and via my aunt and uncle’s street. 

	Miller hit the brakes so hard I had to put a hand on the dashboard when I pointed at the huge mansion-like building my aunt and uncle lived in. We stopped right in front of the house, and he stared at it.

	“What the –” he breathed.

	“Don’t stop,” I hissed. “They might come and…”

	Too late.

	A woman walked out of the house, and when she saw us, she turned with a friendly smile that froze when she recognized me. Her lips tightened and then she started walking toward us.

	“Shit,” I whispered, and hoped that we would speed out of there, but Miller clearly had other ideas because he got out of the car before I could stop him.

	I opened my door and jumped down.

	“Mary,” my aunt said.

	“Aunt Michelle,” I replied calmly, although my knees were suddenly a bit wobbly.

	Miller put an arm around my waist and said not a word.

	“Would you like to come in?” she asked.

	“No,” Miller rumbled and kept staring at the house.

	Then he turned to her, and I wasn’t looking up at him but judging by the look on her face, he was not looking amicable.

	“You handed your sister’s child off to social services,” he said quietly, and asked, “Did you sleep well that night?”

	“I did what we had to do,” she said calmly. “We were overcome with grief, and it was better for her to not be crammed up with us.”

	“Huh,” Miller said.

	“Excuse me, who are you?” my aunt asked.

	“Someone who’ll spend the rest of his life making sure that what you did is undone,” he said.

	There was a long silence, and I thought I should say something that cut through the tension.

	“Crammed up?” Miller suddenly asked hoarsely.

	“They used to live a block away from us,” I explained, glad for the opportunity to talk about something else. “They have three kids.”

	“Huh,” Miller said, and I felt his arm tighten around my waist. “When did you buy this house?” he asked.

	“I don’t see how that’s any of you busine –”

	“Mom!” a young woman called out as she rounded the house. “Hey there, who –” She stopped speaking abruptly, and her eyes widened. “You’re Mary.”

	“Yes,” I said.

	“When did you buy this house?” Miller asked again, slowly and in a voice completely void of emotions.

	“What?” the young woman asked, but Miller kept his gaze firmly fixed on my aunt and kept talking.

	“They had a house. There must have been savings, pensions. Insurance. Drunk truck-driver, he must have worked for someone, so there must have been a settlement.”

	My belly clenched when I realized what he was saying, and my eyes flew to the huge mansion-looking house in front of me.

	“So, yeah. It is my business because it’s Mary’s business. When did you –”

	“Oh my God,” the young woman, who I assumed was one of my cousins, interrupted. “I was twelve. It was right after we lost them. Mom, what the hell?”

	My aunt turned, and I wondered if she would just walk away, but my cousin took a firm hold of her arm.

	“Did I grow up in a house you and Dad bought with money that belonged to Mary?” she asked.

	“Cherry…” my aunt whispered.

	“God,” my cousin said, and turned to me. “They will pay you back. I promise you that they will pay everything back to you. I’m so sorry.”

	“Was it the money?” I whispered, looking at my aunt, hoping that I finally would get some answers to why they had left me to live the life I’d ended up with.

	She swallowed and shook her head once, but if it was an answer to me or if she wanted to straighten out her thoughts, I didn’t know.

	“I think you owe your sister’s child an answer,” Miller rumbled.

	“It wasn’t the money,” she said quickly. “I lost half my soul when my sister died, and I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t bear to see her eyes in your face each and every day. So I gave you up, but I went back to make sure you were okay,” she added defiantly. “I drove by the house you were in, and you sat on the porch, drawing. Your hair was in your face, but I knew it was you, and a young boy was sitting next to you. He was laughing. I knew everything was okay then.”

	I stared at her, wondering if she actually believed what she was saying.

	“And then you stole her inheritance,” Miller said calmly.

	“She was my sister,” my aunt replied. “We grew up together, lived our lives together, three houses apart. I lost something that day too. It was my inheritance too.”

	“No, it wasn’t,” Miller barked. “Not in any way.”

	“He was laughing,” I mumbled, and they turned to me. “But he wasn’t laughing with me, Aunt Michelle. He was laughing at me. Then he took my pen and jammed it into my hand. I still have the scar.”

	I held my hand up and showed them the round white mark.

	“They moved me then,” I continued. “The next family was worse, and it lasted forever. They beat me so bad that I ended up in the hospital eventually, and then they moved me again. By then I was almost thirteen, and the father in the next family put his hand on my butt. I knew what he wanted, so I ran, and I lived on the streets down in Southie for over a year. Stealing, begging, doing odd jobs when I could find one.”

	She gasped, but I wasn’t done.

	“I’ve had nothing since I was ten. Nothing. I’ve worked my way through University as a waitress.” I turned to my cousin, and asked, “Bet you didn’t?”

	She looked like she was about to start crying when she shook her head, and I felt sorry for her, but my anger won.

	“I will contact my lawyer, Aunt Michelle, and he will contact you. I won’t throw you out of the house because that’s not who I am, but I want the money. You can transfer it to me in monthly payments for the next five years.”

	“We made a mistake,” she whispered.

	“No, you didn’t,” Miller stated decisively. “Forgetting to buy toilet paper, that’s a mistake. What you did was deliberate, and it was cruel, and that’s hard to excuse. Even harder to forgive.”

	My aunt gasped and was about to say something, but my cousin spoke up.

	“I’m a paralegal, tell your lawyer to contact me, and I will make sure it’s done.”

	She pulled out a business card from her purse, and my lips curved when I looked at it.

	“Good. You can expect a call from your boss.”

	“What?” she breathed.

	“My attorney is Douglas Suthermoore Senior. I believe he’s one of the owners of the law firm you work for.”

	Mr. Suthermoore was actually Wilder’s lawyer, but they didn’t need to know that I was fibbing, and the old gentleman liked me so I hoped he would be willing to help.

	“Okay,” my cousin said, and clenched her jaws. “I expect he’ll fire me.”

	“He won’t,” I said and turned to my aunt. “Not as long as the payments are in my bank account each month.”

	“I’m not sure we’ll manage. Can we –”

	“Sell the house,” Miller interrupted. “Market’s up. You don’t have the cash, sell the house, and you do. You’ll be making a nice profit on your niece I’d imagine.”

	Aunt Michelle’s face hardened, but she nodded once, pulled her arm out of her daughter’s hand and walked into the house.

	“Mary, I’m so sorry. I didn’t connect the dots, didn’t understand what they –”

	“You were twelve,” I cut her off. “Why would you? I didn’t either.”

	Our eyes held for a long time.

	“I wish things were different,” she whispered.

	“I lost everything, and for a long time I had nothing, but I have everything again, and my life is good,” I said. “I hope yours is too.”

	Then I took Miller’s hand, turned toward the car, and without a word we got in and drove off.

	“I’m such an idiot,” I muttered when we had left Prosper behind us. “Why didn’t I realize what they did?”

	“Baby, you said it yourself. You were just a grieving child. How were you supposed to know?”

	I sighed.

	“It doesn’t matter.”

	He made a sound of protest, but I took hold of his hand.

	“I’ll make them pay me back, out of principle. It wasn’t their money. But I wasn’t lying back there. I already have everything, so in the bigger scheme? It doesn’t matter.”

	“I love you,” he said gently, “and you’re right. Of course, it doesn’t matter…” 

	He started grinning, and then he started laughing.

	“Except, I guess you’ll be able to buy a real car now.”

	“Really?”

	“You’re still nowhere near your girlfriends’ kind of rich, and it won’t be a luxury model, but yeah.”

	“Wow,” I breathed, and he laughed some more.

	I called Wilder from the car to get her lawyer’s phone number and had to explain what had happened. As expected, she lost her temper completely.

	“I will kill them,” she barked, and her voice sounded muffled suddenly. “Mac!” she called out. “I’ll be gone a few hours, have to go and kill some people.”

	I shouted her name, but she ignored me.

	“Yeah, of course I’ll be back for dinner,” she called out, and then she was back on the line. “Mary? Hey, I’m back.”

	I could hear her moving and stared blindly ahead. Was she actually going to assassinate my Aunt and Uncle?

	“Wilder, don’t,” I said weakly.

	“Gotta go,” she chirped and hung up.

	Crap.

	“I’d better call Hawk,” Miller muttered.

	As expected, Hawker lost his temper too, but Miller was better at handling his friend than I was at handling mine so, in the end, they agreed that my relatives would be allowed to live and that Hawker would call Mac and have him deal with Wilder.

	“Would she have killed them?” I asked when we’d disconnected the call.

	“No,” he said, and I exhaled. “At least, I don’t think so,” he added and I turned to stare at him. “No. Of course, she wouldn’t,” he concluded, but I wished he’d sounded a lot less skeptical.

	
Chapter Nineteen

	Kit

	Kit was waiting on the deck when we came home, and he looked like shit. He had a white bandage over his nose, and one of his eyes were slightly swollen. For the first time, I could see strands of gray in his hair, but when our eyes met, I didn’t feel like laughing at all. He looked so sad, and the laughing, content young man I’d dated was gone.

	“Well hell, now what?” Miller sighed.

	“Can I talk to Mary?” Kit asked.

	“Sure you can,” Miller said and didn’t move an inch.

	“In private,” Kit clarified.

	“You called her a whore and a thief, Kit. I won’t interfere, but I won’t leave,” Miller said calmly.

	“Didn’t hear you protesting at the time,” Kit snarled.

	“Been in love since I first caught sight of her, you don’t think the news of my upcoming fatherhood was a bit of a shock?”

	“Since you laid eyes on her?” Kit had straightened, and his eyes narrowed. “Why the hell didn’t you do something sooner?”

	“You were the one calling me grandpa, you figure it out.”

	 They were getting angrier, and I could see that they were heading toward another ugly argument, so I stepped forward.

	“Why are you so angry, Kit? You never loved me. You loved the picture of me in your life,” I said.

	“You’re right, I didn’t love you. But I could have loved you, and it hurt that you didn't give me a chance,” he said gently, and his eyes went back to Miller. “And, yeah, I called you a grandpa. Didn’t think for a second you’d take it seriously. You’re… Miller.”

	“I am.”

	“You know how they talk about you in the village, how everyone admires you. How women throw themselves –”

	“Boy,” Miller cut him off.

	They stared at each other for a long time, and I couldn’t interpret the look on either of their faces.

	“It stung, Mill,” Kit said, finally. “To be less, again, it –”

	“Kit, I never thought you were less. None of us did,” I interrupted quietly.

	“We do now,” Miller stated.

	“What?”

	“Baby, we all valued Kit. His determination, his drive. Who he is. I’m a stronger fighter than him, and a good second in command, that’s it. Can’t do the technical surveillance shit he can. Byrd is better at intel, though she’s the worst fighter there is. Mac is a fantastic sniper, a decent fighter, but he can’t deal with loads of data the way Kit can. Hawker is a phenomenal leader, drives us all to be our best. He puts all strategies in place, and when he gives you one of his looks, you’ll follow him to hell and back. But he sucks at just about everything else. Don’t tell him I said so, but his aim is godawful. Can’t hit a tree trunk from ten feet. So yeah, Kit isn’t the best anything, but he’s good at everything. He’s the back-up for everyone, in a way no one else can be. Add everything up, and he beats us all. Except, he couldn’t see that. Kills his father that he couldn’t make his boy see that.”

	Kit stared at his uncle, opening and closing his mouth a few times but not saying anything. 

	“But now,” Miller continued, and his voice hardened. “Telling Mac he lives off Wilder’s money? Bailing out of missions. Fighting his family and lying about you?” 

	He turned to look Kit straight in the eyes as he delivered the final blow.

	“He’s less now.”

	There was another short silence, and then Kit sank down in one of the big armchairs, leaned forward and put his face in his hands.

	“Oh God,” he whispered.

	“Kit…” I started but trailed off when he raised his head again and looked me straight in the eyes.

	“I’m so, so sorry, Mary,” he said. “I’ll talk to the others. I was lying, and I’ll tell them.”

	“You do that, boy,” Miller grunted.

	“I’m so sorry,” Kit repeated, this time to his uncle.

	Their eyes held for a long time and something that looked like sadness passed over Millers' face. I stepped closer and wrapped an arm around his waist.

	“I don’t know what to do to make this go away,” Kit said.

	“I was ten when you were born,” Miller countered.

	“Huh?” Kit asked, echoing my thoughts.

	“I can barely remember life without you in it, and I’ve been a part of your whole life. You know I love you,” Miller continued.

	“Mill…”

	“Kills me to say this to you, and it’s not about Mary. It’s about you,” Miller went on as if he hadn’t heard. Then he took a deep breath and declared, “You need to leave.”

	“Are you kicking me out?”

	“No. I’m asking you to think long and hard about what’s best for you. Nobody will ever kick you out of the group. Hell, none of the others would even say what I’m saying, and neither would either of your fathers,” Miller said. “But you need to figure out who you are, Kit. What kind of man you want to be. And I don’t think you can do that if you stay with the group.”

	Kit was silent for a long time, staring up at the mountain and I could see his jaws clenching and unclenching. Then he sighed deeply.

	“Crap,” he said. “I wish you were wrong.”

	“Me too,” Miller said quietly.

	“I’ll think about this,” Kit said. “I don’t want to leave, not really. And not now, like this.”

	“Talk to Carson,” I whispered. “He’s on the outside, and he’s your dad. He’s clever and kind, and he’ll help you.”

	“He doesn’t want to talk to me,” Kit muttered.

	“Don’t act stupid,” Miller snorted. “He’s a phone call away, always. You know that.”

	“My stuff is still on the porch back at their house,” Kit said.

	“Continue being an ass, and it’ll stay there. Call your da, tell him you’re sorry and that you need him. Your shit will be back inside so quickly it’ll leave skid marks,” Miller said.

	Kit looked at his uncle, and after a while, he smiled a little.

	“Bo broke my nose,” he sighed.

	“Laughed my ass off when I heard,” Miller replied instantly. “Laughed even more when I heard how he tried to get a cast on his hand because of the small red mark your nose apparently left on one of his knuckles.”

	Kit snorted out laughter, and said, “I guess he’ll expect me to apologize for that.”

	“Yup,” Miller said.

	“Bring flowers,” I said quietly. “Flowers, sparkling wine, chocolates… Anything you can think of, Kit. Your fathers are the best men I know, so if I were you, I’d crawl up their lane on my belly. You have to make them listen to your apologies because what if you don’t and you find yourself without them? You lost your mother, so you know what I’m talking about, Kit. Don’t hold on too hard to your pride.”

	He swallowed and nodded, murmuring, “I hear what you’re saying, Mary.”

	I nodded too and turned to walk inside.

	“I’ll call for pizza, are you staying, Kit?”

	“Sure he is,” Miller replied, just as calmly, and winked at me as he strolled across the porch to help me with the rickety lock on the garden door. 

	I ordered pizza, and since the men seemed deep in discussions, got the spare keys to Miller’s truck and went to get it. There was a short discussion in the pizza place when I tried to pay, which ended with me tucking the money back in my pocket with a glare toward the laughing woman behind the counter. The pizza would apparently go on Miller’s bill, which he paid monthly. Then I went home, grabbed some paper napkins, a pair of scissors, and walked back outside. When I’d cut the pizzas in slices, I found them staring at me.

	“What?”

	“Nothing,” Miller muttered. “I could have picked up the pizza.”

	“I know that it’s a part of your competence profile, Mill, but you were busy, so I did it.”

	“But –”

	I immediately interrupted him by handing him a slice.

	“They wouldn’t let me pay, it’s on your tab, so eat.”

	His face softened, and I smiled at him and nudged the box closer to Kit. It felt strange to sit there on Miller’s back porch, which in reality was becoming my back porch too, sharing a pizza with Kit when the last time we’d been in the same place it had been so awful. 

	“This is weird,” Kit muttered suddenly.

	“Yup,” Miller said and took a huge bite.

	“Could have been worse,” I said, and they turned to me. “At least, I’ve only seen one of you naked.”

	Their looks of astonishment mixed with annoyance were almost identical, and I scrounged up my nose a little.

	“Just saying,” I murmured. “It would have been worse if I’d –”

	“Baby,” Miller said, trying for sternly but failing, so it came out mostly choked.

	“She’s right though,” Kit said, and I thought I heard laughter in his voice. “Should have told us something, that we were dating for months, and never even –”

	“Okay, no,” Miller said, this time succeeding with sternly. “If we don’t want this to be awkward, then let’s not talk about the two of you dating. Let’s just take the ostrich approach to that brief period of time, stick our heads deep in the sand and pretend that it never happened, okay?”

	“Okay,” I agreed but felt the tips of my mouth quiver a little.

	“Okay,” Kit agreed and didn’t even try to stop his mouth from curving into a smile.

	Then we went on to talk about the investigation into the drug cartel, but there were too many details that I didn’t understand, so I zoned out a little, thinking about the long day we’d had.

	“How important is this company of yours?” Miller asked suddenly, and I turned to look at him.

	“Huh?” Kit asked.

	“Hawk and Byrd are trying to get someone into the Ophidians.”

	“What?”

	“They have made contact, and the leaders say it’s a rogue cell, but they’re a drug cartel. I don’t trust them, and neither does Hawk, so he’s trying to get someone into their ranks,” Miller explained, and I wondered why, and what parts of the conversation I’d missed.

	“Give me six months,” Kit murmured.

	“Kit, no,” I said, not quite sure what I was saying no to, but absolutely certain that it was something that would put him in harm’s way.

	“Yes,” he said without even looking at me. “We plan to go international in a year. If I push it, we can do it sooner. I’ll step away from Hawker and the group, maybe we’ll fake another fight. The Ophidians are pretty high profile, and they’ll need the kind of security we’re offering. I could get in.”

	Their eyes held and I wanted to protest, but Miller put his hand on mine and squeezed gently, so I didn’t.

	“Let’s think about it for a while. No need to decide right now,” he murmured.

	“Yeah,” Kit replied, but I could hear that he’d made his mind up.

	“You should talk to Hawker, though,” Miller said.

	“Yeah,” Kit repeated, although less decisively, and muttered, “Won’t that be fun.”

	Suddenly Miller looked up toward where the mountain was clearly outlined against the dark sky, and I guessed his kite was communicating something.

	“Get ready for fun, bud. He’ll be walking around the house just about…”

	“What the hell?” and an angry voice echoed from behind me.

	“… now,” Miller concluded with a grin.

	“Hawk –”

	“What in the hell?” Hawker expanded his greeting.

	Miller sighed and got to his feet.

	“You need to listen to him,” he said as he stepped in front of his friend.

	“I don’t.”

	They were silent for a short while, and then Miller sighed again.

	“Name your price,” he said quietly.

	“It’s worth that much that I listen to the little prick?” Hawk asked.

	“Yeah.”

	“The bet,” Hawker stated.

	“Okay,” Miller agreed immediately.

	I could only see Mill’s back but I saw Hawkers face clearly and when his eyebrows went up, so did mine.

	“Shit,” he muttered.

	“It’s my brother’s boy, Hawk,” Miller said. “But it’s more, and you know it. It’s Kit.”

	“Yeah, okay,” Hawker muttered, and added sourly, “I was gearing up for a good fight. Guessing that won’t happen.”

	“I’m sure you’ll piss me off later,” Miller said calmly.

	“Yeah, probably,” Hawker replied with a chuckle, put a hand on Millers' shoulder, and squeezed it briefly.

	I was starting to understand the dynamics between the two of them, so I smiled. They displayed their affection with insults, and fists, which I thought was juvenile beyond belief, but it was their way, and it clearly worked for them.

	Kit cleared his throat, but Hawker’s mouth tightened at the sound so I supposed that Kit would have both some explanations and groveling ahead of him. I also guessed that it would be easier for him if I made myself absent, pronto. 

	“I’m really tired,” I said into the silence, and it wasn’t a total lie. “I’ll just go to bed.”

	Kit gave me a look which clearly communicated that he understood my play, and how grateful he was. He got to his feet and was about to give me a hug when Miller made a soft scoffing sound which made Kit’s arms fall back down. Since he had his back toward the others, he made a face and patted my shoulder.

	“See you around, Mary,” he said, and added softly, “Thanks.”

	“See you around,” I echoed. “And you’re welcome.”

	I smiled at Hawker who winked, which made me think that Kit would have to eat a bit of shit, but probably not as much as he expected, and mostly for show. Miller walked me to the back door.

	“Wake me if I’m asleep, I want to know that everything is okay.”

	“Will do,” he said and leaned down to kiss me.

	It wasn’t a chaste peck on the mouth but a hard kiss with lots of tongue, and it lasted for longer than I thought was polite considering our audience.

	“You’re done showing off?” I asked when he straightened again, and he grinned.

	“It was that obvious?”

	“Duh,” I murmured, caressed his cheek and went up to bed.

	I was tired after the long and emotional day, but as I lay in bed, I couldn’t find sleep. I sent some messages back and forth with Wilder, who confirmed that my aunt was still alive, but also shared that she had gone to their house, taking Mac, Olly, and Mickey with her. Then she added that they’d been standing on the curb until a man walked out.

	“Guessed it was your cousin. Looked a lot like you. Told him to go f- himself, and he just nodded. Said to tell you that he has your postcard on his fridge and laughs every time he sees it. Said he and his sisters were sorry, and they want to talk to you. Told him I’d cut off his d- if he tried to contact you.”

	I giggled as I read the last part. I’d had no desire to see my relatives, but I couldn’t help feeling a sliver of interest in my cousins. Maybe later, I decided. Then I thanked Wilder and told her I’d call in the morning. She promptly informed me they were heading to Norton so we could meet for lunch at Jack’s coffee shop around noon. I sent a short ok, turned off my phone, and lay there listening to the rumble of male voices coming from outside. After a while, I dozed off, but my eyes flew open when Miller got into bed with me.

	“Everything okay?” I asked sleepily.

	“Yeah. Kit got a scolding he’ll never forget. Hawker can be a dick, you know that, but he can also be uncomfortably clear in his displeasure. Don’t think he used one curse through the whole lecture.”

	I leaned my head back and squinted to see him in the darkness. “No f-bombs at all?” I asked, with considerable surprise because this didn’t sound like Hawker at all.

	“Nope. Our language could be better, Mary, we all know this. We curse a lot.”

	My giggle interrupted him, and I felt his chest move a little with silent laughter.

	“So when he doesn’t, we all know he’s communicating some serious shit.”

	Aha. In a twisted way, that made sense.

	“Is Kit okay?” I asked.

	“Yeah. He’ll stay with the group for a while longer, but I think he’ll leave eventually. At least for a while. He needs it, and Hawker agreed, but we need him until this whole mess is sorted out.”

	“Okay,” I said. “What did you promise Hawker to make him listen to Kit?”

	“You know that Hawk did the stripper performance because he lost a bet. Well, he’s not happy about what the bet was about. Now less than ever, and I’ve been saving that knowledge forever. Just promised him I’d never tell anyone what it was about.”

	“Not even me?”

	“Not even you, baby,” he confirmed.

	“I’ll just find out from someone else,” I murmured.

	“You won’t,” he countered. “There were four of us. Me, and I’m not talking. Hawk, and he’s certainly not talking. Sven, Olly’s da, and if you think Olly is silent, then you should meet his father. No way he’s breathing a word…”

	When he didn’t say anything else, I asked gently, “Who was the fourth?” 

	I suspected I knew, and he confirmed it immediately.

	“Oz. Snow’s da.”

	He sounded so sad, and I almost wished I hadn’t asked.

	“He died the day after that night.”

	“How?” I asked when he didn’t continue.

	“Snow’s ma was wonderful. Beautiful and talented. Funny as hell, but temperamental like you wouldn’t believe it. She made Hawk look like a choir boy in comparison. And she found out about our night somehow, didn’t like it at all, so she was pissed as all get out. Oz took Snow up on the mountain to get away until she’d calmed down. They had an accident, and he didn’t make it.”

	There were so many things in that short speech that my mind whirled, but it was late, he sounded as if he was still grieving for his friend and I decided that I could ask more some other time. 

	We were silent for a while and then I asked quietly, “You told Kit you loved me since we met?”

	“Yeah,” he said, snorted and added, “Softened it up a bit for him.”

	Huh?” I murmured and felt him shifting toward me.

	“Wasn’t love at first, baby… that came later. Fell in lust with you when we met though.”

	
Chapter Twenty

	Going home

	We were going home. I was nervous and excited at the same time, knowing well that my reception could be anything from warm and loving happiness to frozen and angry disdain, depending on Reuben’s mood.

	He’d not been in a very good shape the last time I saw him. It had been the day after Joelle’s funeral. I’d been ready to leave, and he had lashed out at me, accusing me of abandoning him when he needed me the most, saying that I disrespected Joelle.

	I’d tried to tell him that I’d made a promise, but he hadn’t listened to me. 

	Joelle had given up after years of fighting and struggling when the pain had been too much for her, and she’d had enough. One night as I sat with her, washing her face and body in a feeble attempt to make her a bit more comfortable, she’d asked me to make her a promise.

	“Anything,” I whispered.

	“You have to go to Uni, Mary. You got the scholarship, they won’t postpone it. You must go. Promise.”

	“Joelle, no,” I said through a throat that felt clogged up with tears and my own pain. “I’m not leaving you.”

	“Won’t last much longer, child,” she wheezed. “When I’m gone, Reuben will ask you to stay. He will tell you that he can’t manage without you.”

	“I can wait a year with Uni,” I murmured.

	“No. Mary, you have to go now. He’s not coping well with my illness, and he’ll think he can’t manage, so he’ll tell you that you owe us. Owe him.”

	“But I do,” I whispered.

	“No, my girl, you don’t. You’ve brought so much more to us than we ever did to you. You brought laughter to our house again, in a time when it was full of anger. You cared for your brothers, and for me. And for Reuben. He knows this, child, but he will forget for a little while, and he will ask things of you that you’ll have to say no to.”

	“Oh, Joelle,” I said, but I was crying, so it came out muffled and hoarse.

	“Don’t cry for me, Mary. I don’t want to go, but the truth is that it’ll be a relief. My time is up, and you know I don’t believe in any of the Gods, but I do believe in an afterlife. We’ll meet again.”

	“Yes, we will,” I agreed after a long silence that I’d needed to compose myself enough to give her the answers she needed.

	“That’s better,” she said and tried to smile, but I could see her pain etched into her whole being. “Now you promise me. You will go to University when it starts after the summer.”

	“I promise, Joelle. I will go to University after summer,” I echoed solemnly, and when she relaxed, and the smile came a little easier, I knew that I’d done the right thing.

	She died two weeks later, silently during the night as I sat next to her, holding her hand. Waking Reuben up was the single worst thing I’d ever done in my life, but leaving him had been even worse.

	He stood on the porch as I packed my car, roaring at me that I needn’t bother coming back. Then he walked into the house and closed the door quietly. My brothers were nowhere to be seen, so I hadn’t said goodbye. I had to stop twice in the first fifteen minutes to get out of the car and throw up, but I kept my promise. I arrived in Prosper that night, and I’d kept my word to Joelle.

	And now I was going back for the first time since I left.

	While we drove, I told Miller everything about my family in Thend, starting with how Reuben and Joelle saw a young man hurting me on the back streets of Prosper, took me to the hospital and later brought me with them to Thend. I told him about happiness and music, hunting in the mountains and working the fields. I described the cave I’d found and how a group of us used to sneak up there to drink hooch and laugh ourselves silly. Then I told him about how Reuben had said I shouldn’t come back.

	“You think of him as your father?” he asked quietly.

	“Yes.”

	“He considered you his daughter?” he asked.

	“Yes.”

	“Then he’ll be happy you come back. Don’t know why he hasn’t contacted you, but I would guess he regretted his words within a week.”

	I thought about that. Maybe he had, but Reuben was a proud man, and leaving the way I did wasn’t how things were done in Thend. You stayed, married someone from the area, had three kids before you were twenty and lived happily in the tight community. Life would be a struggle perhaps, but it was their struggle, and I knew that in a way, they found pride in persisting. In enduring and surviving. 

	Miller had read the diaries Wilder had found in her grandfather’s study, so when I told him that I’d learned from them about my family in the community an hour south of Norton, he knew immediately what I meant. The stories had told about a small settlement, and I knew that just as Wilder came from the people living in the mountains in those books, and Dante came from the Waterfolk – I was in a way from the people of that settlement at the end of their world. It had amused me and intrigued me, but most of all it had made me sad. Their stories had ended with such high hopes, and a lot of good had happened, but not for my people.

	Reuben was waiting on the porch when we drove up to the house. They would have seen us coming and since visitors we few and far between, he would wonder who it was. His rifle rested on the porch railing, and one of my brothers stood next to him, holding his sawed-off shotgun.

	There were no emotions on either of their faces as we exited the car and I knew what was expected of me, so I stopped when I’d closed the door, and waited until Miller was next to me.

	“Do you need help, child?” Reuben rumbled after a while, and I exhaled with relief.

	These were the words Joelle had asked me in the hospital all those years ago, and he wouldn’t say them if he weren't willing to provide help if I needed it. He wasn’t angry with me anymore.

	“No,” I replied.

	“Good,” he said. 

	Then we were silent, just watching each other calmly. I felt my mouth curve into a smile, and his lips twitched a little. My foster father wasn’t tall, but he was still a huge man. His shoulders were broad despite his age, and his whole body spoke of strength and power. The gray streaks in his curly black hair had spread, making the thick mop almost white, and I thought that the lines on his dark face had deepened a little, but his warm, brown eyes were still sharp.

	“Is this your man?” he rumbled.

	“Yes,” I said.

	He grunted something unintelligible, and then he stretched his hand out palm up, flicking his fingers twice in a gesture I knew meant I was supposed to come to him, so I started to move. When Miller didn’t, I turned, but his eyes were on the men on the porch.

	“Go to him, baby,” he murmured.

	“But –”

	“You first,” he cut me off. “We’ll get to me later.”

	Reuben grunted again, and when Miller gave me a small nudge, I ran up the steps and into Reuben’s arms.

	“I’m sorry,” he said quietly as he held me. “I shouldn’t have –”

	“No,” I interrupted. “Joelle told me you wouldn’t be happy with me, so I was prepared. She made me promise to leave, though. I couldn’t break my promise to her, Reuben.”

	To my surprise, he chuckled a little.

	“Stubborn, crazy woman,” he sighed. “Miss her, every day.”

	“Me too,” I said and took a step back.

	“Mary!” a young girl suddenly called out as she stepped out on the porch.

	“Jenny!” I squealed right back.

	She was the only daughter of the couple living on the closest farm, and we’d not been close friends, but we’d hung around in the same group. The simple dress she wore didn’t hide her obvious pregnancy. She noticed my glance at her belly and started laughing as she wrapped her arms around me.

	“Gave in eventually,” she giggled. “Ronnie and I married a year ago.”

	I turned to the last one on the porch with a grin.

	“Ronnie,” I said, and got another hug.

	“Sis,” he murmured.

	We weren’t siblings by blood, but we both owed Reuben and Joelle so much, and that forged a bond between us that was as strong as between any brother and sister. As I moved out of his arms, I felt how Jenny’s belly moved slightly and turned to her in surprise. She giggled and put my hand on her belly, and I felt her baby move. My eyes flew to Miller’s, and his face softened.

	The two men on the porch moved immediately, and I heard the scratching sound as they cocked their guns.

	“What?” I gasped and took a small step forward.

	“Stay where you are, Mary,” Miller said calmly.  

	He had straightened a little and kept his eyes on the two barrels aimed at him, but he seemed relaxed. 

	“Won’t shoot her,” Reuben barked angrily. “Might shoot you.”

	“That’s not a good idea,” Miller said.

	“Seems to me you didn’t keep your pants zipped, boy,” Reuben growled. “So, I think you need to walk away and do it quickly, or someone will be picking buckshot out of your sorry ass for hours.”

	“So shoot me,” Miller retorted. “Don’t care much about that. Care about what’s standing next to you on that porch of yours.” 

	“If you cared we wouldn’t be in this situation, now would we?”

	Miller took a step forward, and I pressed my lips together to keep any sound from slipping out, lest it made one of the angry men accidentally pepper my man with pellets.

	“Boy, I’m not going to warn you one more time.”

	“I’m not exactly a boy.”

	“Then you should have known better,” Reuben muttered.

	“Yeah,” Miller conceded. “I should have.”

	They stared at each other for what felt like forever.

	“You gonna marry her?” Reuben asked, finally.

	Miller suddenly snorted out a short chuckle. “Right now, I’m hoping you can convince her because I’ve tried and she’s being stubborn.”

	Reuben slowly turned his head toward me and lowered his rifle. Ronnie did the same, and I exhaled.

	“Jesus,” I whispered, and walked down to Miller.

	He tucked me into his side, and I felt how his chest shook a little. 

	“Do you think this is funny?” I asked. 

	I thought I’d whispered it quietly enough for only him to hear, but when one of the men on the porch snorted something, I knew I’d failed.

	“Well, yeah,” Miller muttered.

	“Really?” I snapped, ignoring my family and glaring at him.

	“I’ve tried just about everything to get you to agree to marry me, so yeah. This was kind of funny.”

	“Humpf,” I huffed, and he grinned down at me.

	“You’re that vet from Norton,” Ronnie said.

	“I am.”

	“You helped the Johnsons with their cattle the other year,” Reuben added.

	“I did,” Miller agreed.

	“Didn’t charge them.”

	“Interesting case, had nothing better to do. Got a good meal out of it,” Miller said casually.

	“Huh,” Reuben grunted.

	“Seen you hunting in the mountains,” Ronnie said, and added, “You’re a decent shot.”

	“Thanks.”

	“Mary’s better,” Ronnie added smugly.

	“Good to know,” Miller muttered. “Haven’t seen you in the forest, though.”

	They laughed at him, and I grinned a little too. There was no way anyone would see the people from Thend if they didn’t want to be seen. The forest covering the lower parts of the mountains was their back yard. They’d hunted there for generations, knew every path, every brook, and they had learned how to disguise themselves. Even someone like me with my fair skin knew how to stay hidden if I wanted it.

	“We know how to stay unseen,” Reuben said and walked down the steps. “I’m Reuben,” he said and stretched his hand out.

	“Miller.”

	“Come, let’s sit for a while.”

	Then we finally walked into the place I’d called home. It looked the same as the day I left, and I laughed when I saw that they still had some of my paintings on the walls. They looked nice, but I’d learned so much since then, and when I looked closely at them, I shook my head.

	“I do better work now,” I murmured.

	“If you bring me something, you know it’ll be on the wall, but I’m not taking those down,” Reuben rumbled. “You painted them for us… for Joelle and me. Remind me of the years we had, and how happy you made her.”

	“Mary, stitchy!” a voice suddenly called out, and I turned.

	A man shuffled into the room, and Miller immediately moved to position himself in front of me. I got why he would because the man was tall and heavily muscled, his head was partially deformed, and he spoke with a slight slur as if he was drunk. He also held his right arm out, showing a deep cut that was bleeding a little.

	I pushed Miller back because I had nothing to fear. This was my other brother. This was Boon, and I knew what he wanted me to do.

	“Boony,” I murmured and walked toward him. “You know you shouldn’t cut yourself.”

	“Hurt,” he said happily.

	“I know,” I said calmly, flicked my eyes over at Ronnie who nodded and left only to come back immediately with a drab box with a red cross on it. “Sit down, and I’ll fix you right up.”

	Miller moved a little again but stopped when Boon growled.

	“Stay back, Mill. It won’t take long, and I know what to do,” I said, hoping he wouldn’t try to get involved.

	Boon had been injured shortly before I came to Thend, and whatever had been done to him had changed his brain into that of a young child. He was Ronnie’s brother by blood, and when Reuben and Joelle had brought Ronnie from Twin City, he’d refused to come unless Boon could come too. Even Ronnie didn’t know what had happened and had told Reuben that he’d been called to the emergency room after someone found his brother alone and injured. The huge man wasn’t a danger to anyone except himself, but we’d lived with the consequences of what had been done to him, and one of them was that he liked to hurt himself. The doctors at the free clinic said he’d likely been hit hard on his head with something sharp, and there was nothing to do, except keeping sharp objects away from him which of course was virtually impossible in a home. They offered to have Boon put away in a home for disabled, but Ronnie had apparently gone completely ballistic and threatened to disappear with his brother, so Reuben had taken both with him back to Thend. Then he let Boon tag along on the fields, where he seemed happy to work hard from sunrise to the evening meal, pulling more than his weight.

	Sometimes, though, whatever demons Boon had bouncing around in his damaged head caught up with him, and he ended up cutting himself. When I moved to the farm, he took one look at me and smiled sweetly. I hadn’t smiled in a long time, so it had been wobbly, but I’d smiled back, and from then on, I’d been the one stitching him up when he needed it. My hands had been shaking the first couple of times, but he’d been so happy that I did it that I hadn’t been able to refuse, and over time I got used to it. 

	As I cleaned up the wound, I talked calmly to Boon about this and that, asking him about the farm and listening as he described the dog Reuben had given him the previous Christmas. Then I stretched my hand out toward the first aid kit to start looking for a needle and the surgical thread I knew would be there. To my surprise, an already threaded needle was put in my hand.

	“You’re not going to give him any pain relief?” Miller muttered.

	“He doesn’t want it,” I said as I took the needle and started moving the edges of the wound together.

	“Okay. Secure the muscle first, then pull the skin on top,” Miller said.

	I smiled at him, and then at my injured brother.

	“This is Miller,” I said. “He had a wound in his leg a few weeks ago, although he stitched it up himself,” I added, and heard Miller groan but Boon started laughing.

	“Stitchy?” he asked.

	“Yup,” Miller said calmly. “Only five, though.”

	I stopped working on Boon’s arm.

	“You said three to me,” I snapped.

	“You were being pissy. Three seemed like a low enough number to calm you down,” Miller murmured and stretched his arm out slowly to wipe off some blood from the arm I was holding on my lap.

	“Huh,” I said, although I let my lips curve into a smile when Reuben started laughing.

	Then I stitched my poor troubled brother up, wiped his arm clean, and put a strip of surgical tape on top of the wound.

	“There,” I sighed. “Okay, Boony?”

	“Good,” Boon said and got to his feet. “Sleepy,” he added, and I nodded even though he’d already turned abruptly and was on his way up the stairs to his room. He always wanted to sleep for hours after one of his episodes.

	“Thank you, Mary,” Reuben sighed. “He’s better most of the time, but sometimes…”

	I wiped off my hands and set about cleaning up the needle, knowing that it would have to be used again.

	“I know,” I murmured.

	“I’ll let you stitch me up next time, baby,” Miller murmured as he gathered up the swabs we’d used.

	“You’re pretty calm about this,” Ronnie said.

	“Yup,” Miller said. “Guess I don’t frazzle easily.”

	“Guess so,” Ronnie said.

	Then Jenny walked out of the kitchen with a tray, looked at Reuben who nodded toward the back porch, and since I knew well that neither of the men would help her, I quickly tucked the needle into the first aid kit, and got to my feet.

	“I’ll take that,” I heard Miller say behind me as I walked into the kitchen, and I almost laughed out loud.

	The men in Thend would not appreciate him doing women’s work, though I should have known that someone like Mill wouldn’t let a pregnant girl carry a heavy tray.

	
Chapter Twenty-one

	Calm as you please

	The afternoon passed quickly as we sat on the porch, talking about everything that had happened, and telling Miller about some of our memories from my years with them.

	“Next time you come we’ll have a party,” Jenny said as she started to clear the table.

	“We’ll appreciate that,” Miller said and gave her a gentle nudge toward her chair. “Your feet are swollen,” he added. “Sit down and rest, Mary and I can deal with this.”

	“Huh,” Reuben muttered, and Ronnie sneered a little.

	I opened my mouth to let him know what I thought about their behavior, knowing well that it wouldn’t change anything because I’d tried many times before with no success at all.

	“Look,” Miller said while he continued to shuffle the plates into a pile. “You do things your way. I get that. Your choice, yeah?” Neither of the men replied, but he didn’t seem to expect it. Instead, he continued calmly, “I was taught differently, and my ma would likely come back from her grave and haunt me if I leaned back and lazily watched an exhausted woman carry not only a child but also the plate I’d just cleared from food she cooked for me.”

	He was met by a stunned silence, and then I heard a small sound from Jenny that sounded like she was pressing back a giggle.

	 “So my choices are different. Doesn’t make them more right, but they also don’t make me less of a man.”

	Then he calmly picked up the plates and walked inside.

	“It actually makes him more of a man,” I clarified as I picked up the tray I’d filled with the rest from the table and followed Miller inside.

	“Probably should have kept my mouth shut,” Miller muttered as we filled the ancient dishwasher.

	“I love you,” I said calmly.

	He stopped moving, and I turned to him.

	“What?” I asked because he had a strange look on his face.

	“Don’t think I’ll ever get tired of hearing you say that,” he muttered and continued to shuffle the last plates into the dishwasher. “To hear you say it here, in your home. Makes it more real somehow, that’s all.”

	“I have something to show you,” I said and put the pan I had in my hand to soak in the sink.

	Then I pulled him with me and walked upstairs to the room that had been mine, hoping that Reuben hadn’t thrown out my things.

	The room looked exactly the same as the day I left it. The bed even had the same sheets. It was clean, though, and it was probably Jenny who had kept it in order, but she wouldn’t have done that unless Reuben ordered her to. Miller had been right, I realized. My foster father had gotten over his anger immediately, and I wondered what my life would have been like if he’d contacted me. I would have gone back most weekends then, and I might not have met Wilder and Jinx.

	“This was my room,” I explained, which was unnecessary because my drawings covered two of the walls and several old sketch pads were piled up on the small table by the bed.

	“You did these?” Miller breathed.

	I nodded, but he had his back toward me, so I murmured a quiet, “Yes.”

	Several of the sketches were clearly of him, and he leaned toward one of them and touched it gently.

	“I love you,” I said again. “I didn’t when I drew these, Miller. I don’t want you to think that, and I never thought so myself…”

	He turned toward me, and our eyes met.

	“But you were a dream,” I whispered. “That night when I saw you, everything changed. I wasn’t happy before, but I saw you and that same night everything changed. You were there the night I found my way back to life again, and in a way, in my mind, you represented that.”

	“Baby,” he murmured and took the two steps to me.

	I put a hand on his chest to hold him back a little, and then I told him, “It doesn’t make me a very nice person, but I think part of why I went out with Kit was because he looks so much like you did back then. He looks like the image I had in my head of what happy looks like.”

	Miller took my hand and raised it to kiss the palm. Then he let go and put his arms around me.

	“You know I always wanted a family,” he said quietly.

	“Yes.”

	“At first, I was too young and too stupid. And then it just never happened. Everyone I met lacked something, and I had this image of someone…” 

	He was silent for a while, and I didn’t know what to say, so I leaned my head on his chest and said nothing.

	“I had this image in my head of a pair of laughing eyes,” he said hoarsely.

	“Miller?” I asked. 

	Did he mean me?

	“Didn’t recognize you, baby,” he said immediately. “When we met at Double H, or even later, I had no clue it was you.”

	“Okay,” I said because I hadn’t expected him to make the link between who I was and the scrawny fourteen-year-old with too much make-up I’d been back then.

	“I thought about going back to Kinkers after that night,” he said then. “But I knew you were younger, a lot younger. Thought you were seventeen, eighteen maybe, but even that was too young. So, I pushed it back and went on with life. That look in your eyes, though. The joy. I wanted that, and I just never found it.”

	I leaned my forehead on his chest and thought about what he’d said.

	“I love you,” he murmured. “It came later, but maybe part of it is because you’re a dream I carried for a long time. So, baby… You don’t have to make excuses for the images on these walls. Not to me.”

	“Oh, God,” I said, and swallowed furiously. “I can’t cry.”

	“It’s ok –”

	“No,” I cut him off. “If I walk downstairs and they see I’ve been crying they’ll shoot you.”

	I stepped out of his arms and turned toward the window.

	“They won’t shoot me,” Miller said and put his arms around me from behind. 

	“You don’t know that.”

	“Won’t let them,” he continued.

	“How would you stop –”

	Reuben cut me off by calling from downstairs, asking if Miller wanted a beer, and we started walking downstairs.

	“I’m good with knives,” Miller said and winked at me.

	I stared at him as he calmly accepted the beer from my father and walked outside.

	“Knives?” Reuben asked.

	“You don’t want to know,” I muttered.

	Was there no end to what they could do? Sniper abilities and fighting, talking to birds and running intelligence – and now using knives. Throwing them? Cutting someone up? I suddenly remembered what Olly had done in the compound when they’d rescued me, and knew that I didn’t want to know either. 

	I didn’t mind that Miller worked with Hawker and the group around him, and was proud of the things they did for our country. They’d also saved me, and had hunted down the men that had tried to take Jinx away from Marshes. I had absolutely no desire to be a part of that, though, and would be more than happy to stay at home when Mill went off on one of their secret missions.

	“You showed him your room?” Reuben asked quietly.

	“Yes, but he knew already,” I said.

	Of course, Reuben and Ronnie would have recognized Miller from the drawings I’d put on the walls in my room. 

	“Are you happy?”

	I turned to smile at the man who had taken me in when I desperately needed help and kept me safe as I grew up. 

	“Yes, Reuben. I’m sorry we argued and about how I left, but I ended up with the life I have now and with Miller, so in a way, I’m not sorry at all” I said.

	“You’ll be with him in Norton?”

	“Mostly, yes,” I answered.

	“Good.”

	“I won’t wait two years to come back, Father,” I said, and his face softened as it always did when I called him that.

	“Good,” he repeated.

	“Maybe you’ll even leave your little kingdom and come for a visit,” I said with a wink.

	He snorted something that sounded affirmative and opened the screen door. We walked out on the porch to hear Jenny talk animatedly about the festivities she would organize for us.

	“You have to stay the night,” she giggled. “There will be drinks, and I’ll get some of the boys to bring their instruments, so we’ll be dancing…” She looked uncertainly at Miller who leaned back in the chair.

	“Miller is a great dancer,” I reassured her.

	“Really?” Ronnie snorted. “You don’t look like it.”

	He didn’t sound very nice, but he had a point. The faded jeans, heavy boots, and black tee didn’t exactly indicate a man with fancy moves on the dance floor.

	“Ma was a professional dancer before moving to Norton. She made sure both my brother and I were well trained,” Miller replied. “So yeah, I like dancing,” he added with a smile to Jenny.

	“Guess that explains why your brother got gay,” Ronnie snorted and I gasped.

	I hadn’t realized they knew not only who Miller was, but also about the members of his family. I also did not like how he spoke about Carson.

	“Son,” Reuben said warningly.

	“In a way it does,” Miller said calmly, but there was a steely tone in his voice. “My brother met his man when he was watching me work, so yeah. You could say that he found love because of my mother teaching us how to dance.”

	“You were a dancer?” Jenny asked nervously.

	“Stripper,” Miller told her calmly.

	The loud sound from a beer bottle being put down on the table abruptly was the only thing breaking the stunned silence that had ensued.

	“That’s how I supported myself through Uni,” Miller clarified.

	“Huh,” Ronnie grunted, and after a long silence he went on, “Gotta give it to you, man, you keep surprising me at every turn.”

	Miller turned slowly to him, and there was suddenly a hardness in his features that made my belly clench. I had no doubt in my mind who’d win if they were to fight, but I didn’t want them to, and I didn’t want to have to drive Ronnie down to the emergency room in Twin City.

	“I don’t give a shit,” Miller said and leaned forward. “I don’t judge you and when I’m not around you can use whatever words about me and mine that you damned well please, but I’m giving you fair warning now; Another slur about my brother and the choices he’s made in life will not be healthy for you.”

	“You think you can take me down,” Ronnie said, and it was clear that he thought this was ridiculous.

	“Know I can. Don’t want to, but will if you persist in being a dick,” Miller retorted, and I could tell by the way he started clipping his sentences that he was getting angry even though his voice was still calm and controlled.

	“Boys,” Reuben said, and turned to Ronnie, “There’s no need to sound like a back-country idiot when we both know you aren’t one, son.”

	Ronnie glared at him but didn’t say a word. Then my hot-tempered brother’s anger suddenly left him just as quickly as it had erupted, and I exhaled. 

	“You were a stripper?” he asked, and there was laughter in his voice.

	“Yup,” Miller confirmed and leaned back again.

	“Bet that was a hoot?”

	“Man, I was twenty years old and had a crowd women screaming in front of me, throwing money at my feet. What’s not to like?” Miller chuckled, but when both my brother and father started laughing he took hold of my hand. “So yeah, it was fun for a while. These days I only perform in private, though,” he added and winked at me.

	My family howled with laughter, and I did too, but it was mostly out of relief. After that Jenny and I kept the conversation firmly locked to safe topics like the ranch and the weather, and slowly everyone relaxed again.

	“You were lucky that Ronnie’s truck broke down,” Jenny said when we walked around the house toward our car.

	“Yeah?” I asked.

	“He was supposed to be gone for a week, but something was wrong with his truck a few days ago, so he’s been stuck here, waiting for spare parts. He’ll leave right after you, I guess.”

	Ronnie was not interested in farming, and never had been, so already before I left he had started making money by driving his worn down truck around, doing transports for some company down in Twin City. Apparently, he still was.

	“What a stroke of luck,” I agreed. “I would have hated for him not to be here for my grand return.”

	“It’s good that you came,” Jenny said quietly, glancing at the men who had taken a detour via the barn to look at some thing or the other. “I’m sorry about before, and what he said about –”

	“It’s not for you to apologize, Jenny, and I know my brother well. He won’t,” I said quickly, also looking over my shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. We won’t.”

	“Okay,” she sighed, and I could tell that she’d let it go. “Are you really pregnant?” she asked instead.

	“We think so, but it’s early days, so we weren’t planning on telling anyone,” I answered.

	She was about to ask more questions, but to my relief, the men came walking and instead we hugged and said our goodbyes. Just as Jenny had predicted, Ronnie was packing his gear into the huge truck, muttering something about transporting containers of garbage although if it was actual garbage or if he just disliked whatever they were paying him to put on his truck remained unknown.

	Then we drove off, and I sighed.

	“That went well,” Miller said.

	“Better than expected,” I said after a while. “I’m glad I didn’t stay.”

	“I’m glad too,” he chuckled. “But they’re not bad people, Mary.”

	I thought about that for a while, and he was right. They were good people. A little narrow-minded perhaps, but they were hard-working and loyal, and they might be uneducated, but they were not without knowledge. It had been good to go back.

	We drove in silence for a while, and as the road started twisting and turning through the forest on the lower part of the mountain my eyelids started to droop, but they flew up again when a shot rang through the air.

	The car swerved, and I heard Miller grunt, but we continued along the road and at a higher speed. Another shot echoed, and Miller swore.

	“Have a gun in the glove compartment, baby, and my rifle in the back. It’s loaded,” he said.

	I turned to him and then my heart skipped a beat.

	He was holding his right arm across his chest and was pressing the hand against his ribs. He’d been hit.

	“I’ll get us as far as I can, but you might have to drive the last bit,” he said. 

	His voice was completely calm, although a little hoarse. I wanted to scream but knew I had to stay calm too, so I nodded and took a deep breath.

	“Call –”

	He started speaking but there was another shot, and he grunted again and slumped forward a little. The bullet had hit him in his left shoulder, and he lost the grip on the steering wheel, so I grabbed it.

	“Can you keep us moving a little while? The road turns just ahead, and then we can switch places,” I said, keeping my eyes on the road and focused on steering the car even though my whole body screamed with the need to look at him.

	“Yeah,” he said hoarsely and pushed the gas even harder.

	As soon as we’d turned he let go of the gas and we slowed down. When we’d come to a complete halt, I jumped out of the car, and got the rifle out of the back, flicked off the security and took aim.

	I didn’t know where the shots had come from but if someone were behind us they’d have to get through me, I thought.

	“Can you move over?” I called out and slammed the back door shut.

	I walked backward along the side of the car and glanced inside. Miller had moved his legs to the passenger side, and I could see how he braced himself before he swung the rest over. I was about to get into the car when another shot rang out, and a bullet hit the door next to me. When I turned to look in the direction it came from I saw movement in the forest, and took aim. 

	Ronnie had not been wrong. I was a good shot. 

	I heard a muffled shout as I opened the door with one hand, and I thought I’d hit whoever was in the forest in the leg. I held the rifle in position, and there was sudden movement in several places around us, so I threw away another shot, and thought I heard another shout. Then I jumped into the car and drove us out of there. I was a lot shorter than Miller, so I barely reached the pedals, but I didn’t want to take my focus off the road to adjust the chair and scooted down a little instead. Since I did, the next shot missed my head.

	“Shit,” Miller grunted, and then he leaned forward to push some buttons.

	“Hey, what’s up?” Hawker’s voice echoed through the car.

	“We’re attacked,” Miller grunted.

	“Where are you?” Hawker said immediately.

	“Road up from Thend, twenty from Norton,” Miller said.

	“Injured?”

	“Side and shoulder.”

	“I’m driving,” I added. “I got two of them I think, one in the leg and the other I don’t know where.”

	“Mary?” Hawker asked.

	“Of course it’s me,” I snapped. “Who else would be in the car with him, going back home from Thend?”

	“We’re moving out,” Hawker said. “We’ll meet you half way, just keep going.”

	“Okay,” I said.

	“Mill, do you need the chopper or will Doc Anderson do?”

	“Might need the chopper,” Miller said hoarsely, and my blood froze.

	Doc Anderson was the local MD in Norton, and he was a good doctor. They had a small hospital there too, so if Miller needed his brother to come and get him, it was because he would need the specialists down in Twin City, or even in Prosper.

	“Hell,” Hawker said. “Calling Carson now.”

	Then he hung up, and I pressed the gas harder.

	“Hang in there,” I whispered. “We’ll get you to a doctor.”

	“It’s not lethal, baby,” he grunted. “Grazed my side, so I’m bleeding but not badly. A bullet is stuck in my shoulder though, and I’ll need surgery for that.”

	Oh, goody, I thought. Only a graze and a stuck bullet.

	“This whole thing is starting to piss me the hell off,” I muttered.

	Then I focused on getting us toward Norton as quickly as I could. It felt as if time had stopped and we were in a bubble, moving through the forest on the narrow, curving road. I scanned the sides, looking for other attackers but we were moving too fast, and I couldn’t see anything.

	“Is your bird okay?” I asked.

	“Yeah,” Miller grunted. “Scanning the area. Says he can’t see anyone ahead of us.”

	The phone rang suddenly, and I yelped. 

	“Yeah,” Miller grunted when he’d connected the call.

	“We’ve got you on our screens, two more curves and there’s a turnaround area. Stop there and wait for us, we’re five minutes away. Carson will put the chopper down there.”

	“Okay,” I said. 

	My belly felt mostly like a mass of quivering jelly, and I had to squeeze the steering wheel to keep my hands from shaking, so it made me proud to hear how calm I sounded.

	“Okay,” Hawker echoed and disconnected.

	I stopped the car when we got to the open area and leaned back to get the rifle I’d tossed in the back seat. Then I got out, went to the back and got the ammunition, reloaded the weapon and placed myself in front of the car. I put the box with the rest of the bullets on the hood in front of me, raised the rifle and started twisting from side to side, looking at the forest and listening for any sounds that would indicate people being there. As the minutes passed I heard nothing, and there were no movements, but I kept turning slowly, back and forth. If anyone wanted to harm us, then I’d do my damndest to hold them back until Hawker and the others arrived. I wasn’t going to go down without a fight.

	Suddenly cars approached from both directions. I hoped that the black truck coming from Norton was Hawker, took a step toward the road and aimed at the smaller car coming at us from the south. It could have been someone just passing by but they were driving way to fast, and I didn’t want to take any chances, so I fired a warning shot right in front of the car, and took another step toward the road. The car slowed down a little, turned around abruptly and sped away back down the road. Hawker passed me without even looking, following the car, but behind him came Wilder and she pulled up next to me. She had her phone to her ear, and stayed in the car, talking animatedly. Mac jumped out and ran over to check on Miller. 

	I didn’t move, but kept my eyes on the forest, still moving slowly from side to side, searching for a trap, or any kind of shift among the trees. Another car stopped next to us, and Olly got out with his mother. They had apparently been in Norton all of them, and I gave Byrd a tight smile but didn’t lower my gun. 

	“How is he doing, Mac?” I called out.

	“He’ll live,” Mac replied calmly.

	I frowned because I didn’t understand what that meant exactly.

	“We’ve got you covered, Mary,” Olly murmured next to me. “Go check on him.”

	I didn’t move. My whole body was strung up so tightly I just couldn’t make myself unclench my jaws or lower the rifle. 

	“Wilder,” Olly called out.

	Then Wilder was at my side, although she didn’t touch me, and just spoke softly in my ear.

	“Lower the rifle, sweetie. Dad will come back up the road just about now, and I don’t want you to accidentally shoot him.”

	“I won’t,” I whispered.

	Then Hawker’s black truck sped up the road again and stopped just in front of me. He got out, cast a glance over at where Mac and presumably Miller was and walked over to me. He took a firm grip of the barrel to lower my rifle and twisted it out of my hands. 

	“I apologized to you, Mary,” he murmured, and my eyes flew to his face. “I should have been on my knees when I did because I still didn’t get it.”

	“What?” I breathed.

	“Didn’t see the strength, honey. I thought you were –”

	He cut himself off, and his eyes moved over my shoulder.

	“Baby,” Miller said, and I turned.

	Mac had helped him out of his tee, and they’d put bandages on his side and tied his arm across his chest. There was blood on his jeans and in his hair, probably from him pulling his hand through it, and he looked a little pale. He smiled a tight smile, and then he turned his eyes to Hawker.

	“I thought I knew, man, but I didn’t either. My tiny girl, calm as you please, holding them off with my rifle, and driving us out of there.”

	Hawker snorted something under his breath, and without any warning, I fainted.

	
Chapter Twenty-two

	Pizza

	The first payment from my aunt and uncle was deposited in my bank account, and Miller and I had our first real fight. I wanted to use the money to fix up a small house next to his. It had been a barn or outhouse, but now it was empty and looked like it hadn’t been used in years.

	I wanted to use it as a studio. There were plenty of rooms I could use in the huge house we lived in, but I didn’t want paint fumes to spread in our living space. If I cleared out the other building, cleaned it up a bit and had a couple of roof windows installed, it would be close to the perfect working space for me.

	Miller agreed with everything except me paying for the small renovations I wanted to do. I patiently explained that since it was my working space, I should pay. He told me I was ridiculous and that I’d said that he could pay for the house.

	From there, things went downhill, and we ended up shouting at each other. Then I glared at the frustrated man in front of me, grabbed my jacket and purse, and walked out. I needed to calm down, and he did too, so I walked around town for a while and then I found myself outside Johns. It was late afternoon, so I didn’t think there’d be a huge crowd inside, and I didn’t want to go to Jack’s coffee shop because they’d ask questions that I didn’t want to answer. Inside it was quiet, and I’d been right – except for a couple of men sitting at one of the tables at the back, and Hawker’s brother Hare standing behind the bar, the place was empty.

	“Hey there, Mary,” Hare said. “What can I get you?”

	“Whiskey,” I muttered.

	“Uh, honey…” he said, and I could hear laughter in his voice, “If the rumors I hear are true I guess that when you say whiskey, you mean tea.”

	I glared at him, and he promptly burst out laughing.

	“What’s so funny?” I asked sourly.

	“Miller,” he replied, and when I growled, he explained. “All the old biddies in this village think he’s the best thing since sliced bread. They always blame every fight he’s in on the other guy, and they’ve been doing it forever, so there’s a lot of us who has taken a plenty of crap through the years.” 

	I kept looking at him, waiting for the part where he actually explained what he found so amusing.

	“Now that you’re here, I guess life will be difficult for poor Mill.”

	“Really?” I asked.

	“Yup. Because they like him, but I hear they like you more, so when the two of you fight they’ll start realizing that their gloriously innocent boy is actually a bit of a jackass.”

	“He isn’t,” I said. 

	I wasn’t happy with my boyfriend, or whatever you called a man you were living with, but that didn’t mean I’d allow others to insult him, and Miller was acting ridiculously, but jackass was an exaggeration.

	“He totally is,” Hawker muttered as he sat down next to me.

	I turned, and he leaned in to give me a quick one armed hug.

	“Hey there, sweetie,” he murmured.

	My mouth curved a little as I watched him make a gesture toward his brother that apparently meant something because Hare nodded and walked off. I’d never been afraid of Hawker the way Jinx had been, and never understood why she found him so frightening, but I had not liked him very much. Things had improved after he’d apologized, though until that day when we were attacked, I’d held back a little, remembering what he’d said about me to Miller. 

	I’d fired two shots, and taken the car up the mountain for less than ten minutes, and then I’d fainted. Hardly the material of a hero in my mind, but when we got back from the hospital, word had spread in Norton about what I’d done. To my embarrassment, it seemed as if the stories had been exaggerated into absurdity, and as a result, everyone in the village was even friendlier than before. The biggest change was in Hawker, though. It felt as if he was calmer, or more at ease around me, and since he was, we were building a totally unexpected friendship.

	“What did you fight about?” Hawker asked curiously.

	I told him, and he nodded.

	“Fu-” he started, but I interrupted him immediately.

	“Hawker, really? Your language is absolutely –”

	“Yeah, yeah,” he interrupted right back. “I know.”

	I raised my brows and waited for him to explain why he’d tried to be crude this time.

	“I really wanted to be on your side because Hare is right. I’ve taken a lot of flack over the years for fighting with your man when it was his fault from start to finish.”

	“Then tell him that –”

	“It’s just that you’re wrong, Mary.”

	I closed my mouth and narrowed my eyes, which made him chuckle, and I put my elbow in his midriff which made him laugh even more.

	“It’s his house.”

	I blinked.

	“I know it is,” I said.

	“So, any changes are his responsibility.”

	“But –”

	“You’re wrong,” he said softly. “Let him pay for the things you want done. It’ll come out of the fund anyway. All renovations within reason do.”

	“But –”

	“He needs a new TV,” Hawker said.

	I blinked again. The one we had seemed brand new.

	“Yeah, okay,” Hawker sighed. “He doesn’t exactly need a new one perhaps, but he’d love to have a bigger one.”

	I wasn’t sure if the wall would hold a bigger set or if the house would come crashing down on us, but I got Hawk’s point. I should find a compromise, which seemed annoyingly logical.

	“Hm,” I said.

	“Exactly,” he grinned.

	Then the door slammed open, and Miller walked in.

	“There will be builders starting on the house tomorrow,” he said as he sat down next to me.

	“Okay,” I said.

	“You need to be there to tell them what you want.”

	“I can totally do that,” I said, and when he didn’t say anything else, I turned to look at him. 

	He didn’t look angry exactly, but his jaw was set, and I knew he expected me to continue our argument.

	“You’re not paying,” he said.

	“I’m buying a pizza oven,” I whispered.

	His brows went up a little.

	“Hawker said I should buy a TV, but I don’t want to. I want to make pizza.”

	“Okay, baby,” he said, and his face had softened.

	“You’re not paying,” I said, echoing his words.

	“Okay, baby,” he repeated.

	I turned to Hare, who was grinning widely. “Can I have that whiskey now?” I asked, and since I made air quotes when I mentioned the liquor, he put a mug in front of me and plopped a bag of tea in it.

	“You can thank me later,” Hawker muttered, leaning back a little and clearly aiming the words at Miller.

	Since I knew the price of a pizza oven and guessed neither of the men did, I struggled a little to hold back laughter and scrunched my nose up at Hawk. His face had softened too, and the lines around his eyes deepened with his smile. I felt Miller’s hand slide up my back, and settle at the nape of my neck, and I smiled too.

	While I drank my tea, they talked about the latest in their investigations about the attack on Miller and me. We’d spent the night at the hospital in Twin City, but Miller’s injuries had turned out to be eminently treatable. They had put a lot of stitches in him, and ordered him to make sure he did his physiotherapy, and then sent him home. Both Miller and Carson had been beyond livid about me though, to the point where the doctors had threatened to have them thrown out of the hospital, bullet in shoulder and everything. I’d been passed out for less than a minute and was sure it had been a reaction to the stress of meeting my family again after several years, combined with being shot at. After a call to Jinx who had laughed so hard she had to put the phone down when she heard Miller shouting in the background, they’d done all kinds of tests on me, and the only one showing anything of interest was the one confirming that I was indeed pregnant. 

	Several weeks had passed, and they were not getting any closer to finding out who it had been, or what they’d wanted. Hawker had followed the car a while, but they’d not slowed down, and since he’d been worried about his friend he’d sent his bird out to follow it and gone back. It turned out that I’d almost shot at one of my childhood friends from Thend, who had been innocently passing by. He’d not recognized me and had been so frightened by the shot that he’d turned and gone straight home. According to Ronnie, he’d not appreciated the visit from the local police, but they’d talked him out of pressing charges against me for endangering his life.

	They had found traces of blood in the forest, so I had indeed managed to hit two of our attackers, but they’d not been able to track where they’d gone. Hawker was incredibly pissed off about this, and Miller was worried. I was apparently allowed to walk around in Norton, but when I’d gone down to Prosper to do my final exams, I’d been accompanied by him, Olly and Carson. 

	It all seemed unreal to me, and I tried to not think too much about it. Maybe that was a coward’s approach, but it worked for me, and as I sat there in the roadside bar, sipping my tea, I only listened with half an ear. I was planning the pizza oven I’d have installed, thinking that I’d make it a brick structure on the outside of the kitchen wall so we could use it from the back deck, but let it pass through the wall and have a nice framing made that worked with our rough country style kitchen.

	Later that night we sat on the back porch, and I told Miller about my plans for the oven.

	“I’m sorry, baby,” he muttered suddenly. “I shouldn’t have shouted at you.”

	“Mill, I shouted too,” I reminded him.

	“Yeah,” he sighed, although he still didn’t look happy.

	“It was just a stupid fight,” I said, crouching down next to him. 

	 “There was no need for me to get so angry,” he muttered.

	“I was angry too.”

	“Yes, but you’re…”

	“Miller, please. What’s the real problem? I’m not angry with you anymore, and we sorted it out, didn’t we?” I asked.

	“We’ll fight again,” he sighed.

	“I’m sure we will,” I agreed, and giggled a little. “Hare said that you could be a jackass.”

	I’d meant it as a joke, but he pulled me up toward him. The stitches were out, and he was healing well, but I was still afraid I’d somehow do damage to the ugly wounds. He ignored that, and then I was on his lap and curled up in his arms. 

	“The wildness, Mary. It’s in all of us, to a certain degree,” he said slowly. “All who have a bird. It comes with the heritage, that temper. That… jackassability,” he said and smiled ruefully at me.

	“I know,” I said.

	He seemed to have forgotten that I’d been friends with Wilder for the past two years. 

	“We’re all hot-headed, Mary,” he said. “In a way, it’s easiest for the Johns’. Everyone knows how they are, so they can snarl and growl, and walk around being supreme assholes as much as they want and people just shake their heads and step out of the way. Plus, Hawker and I, we take it out on each other.”

	“I know,” I repeated and felt his grin against my hair. 

	“Yeah,” he sighed. “Everyone thinks I’m the most laid-back of us, but it’s not true. I just have a way to get it out of my system.”

	“Who is the most laid back then?” I asked curiously. “Kit?”

	He laughed outright and snorted, “Absolutely not. He’s best at hiding it, though. I’d say that it’s Mac. His uncle treated him like shit for years, and he just went with it. And being with Wilder… Well, she’s a Johns, isn’t she?”

	I smiled because she certainly was that. I also understood the fights I’d heard Wilder and Mac have better.

	“It’s hardest for Olly. He’s big, and the best fighter I’ve ever seen, but he got more of the wild in him than any of us, and sometimes he loses it. You’ve seen it, baby. How he disappears.” 

	“Yes,” I said, remembering the blank look in his eyes and how Mac had asked him if he was back. “Can’t you help him?”

	“We do what we can, and his ma has been fantastic. She’s the same, but since she’s smaller and not the natural fighter that he is, it was never the same issue with her.”

	I blinked and realized when I thought about the older woman with her kind smile and sweet ways that you truly never knew what went on inside someone else’s head.

	“He spends time in Marshes now, helping Dante train his guys,” Miller went on. “He spars with Dante too, and that helps. They’re about the same size.” 

	“Dante fights?” I asked and leaned back to look at him.

	Calm and collected Dante with his diplomatic manners and nice looking clothes had not struck me as someone who’d be a good fighter.

	“Sure,” Miller replied. “He’s actually not bad at it, but too slick to bring it out for everyone to see. He’s also incredibly mellow, although I’d guess that if anyone tries to lay a finger on his girl, they’ll quickly find out just how strong he is.”

	“Wow,” I breathed.

	We sat in silence for a while, and then he murmured, “Baby, we’ll argue again.” 

	“Yes,” I agreed, wondering why he was so worried about that because it hadn’t been such a big deal, at least not to me.

	“Don’t always end so good for me when you’re around a fight.”

	I got it then. I’d left the last time there had been a fight.

	“Miller,” I said and leaned my head on his shoulder. “I promise, I won’t leave.”

	“Promise?” he asked. “Maybe you’ll even marry me?” he added, and I could hear that he was amused.

	“If hell freezes over, then yeah. Absolutely,” I said cheekily, but added, “Until then, I’ll go to Hawker for advice instead.” 

	He barked out laughter, and I had been serious, but he sounded so astonished that I giggled.

	“I’ll never hear the end of that. Hawk, the relationship therapist… Who would have guessed.”

	“Sloane is good for him,” I said.

	“She is,” he agreed. “Finally having Wilder in his life again has made a huge difference too.”

	I nodded and leaned my head back a little to watch the kite circle in the air above us.

	“He’s guarding us?” I asked.

	“Yeah,” Miller said. “Have tried to get him to relax, get some rest, but he won’t. Says that now that I finally stopped being a fucktard he needs to make sure I stay alive.”

	I started laughing, and Miller did too.

	 

	***

	 

	I sat in the coffee shop with my sketch pad. I’d completed a few ideas for a floral design I wanted to put on some pillows for Bo and Carson and had started drawing up a set of cards that a florist down in Twin City wanted me to do for her. I’d started a small site on the net and sent the information around to a few friends from art school. One of them had gotten a huge commission for a mural in one of the government buildings and had asked if I wanted to do the cards instead of him. I’d been down to see the woman and had shown her a few ideas, and she’d been happy with my proposals, so just like that, I landed my first freelance job.

	Miller was still not allowed to work full time due to his injuries, and Hawker had put him on badass hiatus, so he was incredibly frustrated and had gone absolutely crazy with the renovation of my studio. I’d planned for two simple windows in the roof, but he’d taken over, and now there were glass walls, a covered walkway connecting the house to the main building, and God only knew what else in the plans. I’d wisely decided to just nod and smile, and since the builders were busy tearing out the whole interior of the small house, I’d walked down to have coffee, chat with some of my friends, and get some work done. We were having dinner with Hawker and Sloane, and Miller would come and pick me up when it was time to go there. 

	Jack’s mother had brought in Miller-the-pig so I could meet her, and she was adorable. It still amused me to no end that Vera had named the pig after her favorite vet, but the old woman had the quirkiest sense of humor, and her neighbor, Mrs. McCullen, was just the same. Poopy-the-cat was apparently completely healed again and had objected to getting on a leash by giving Mrs. McCullen a long scratch across the nose, so I was told in no uncertain terms to come to her home the next day for coffee and cat-introductions.

	“Jesus,” Jack sighed quietly, and I grinned at him.

	“Do you want me to change the specials?” I asked and nodded toward the chalkboard.

	“That’d be great,” Jack said.

	“We’re all getting tired of Swiss on rye and potato soup so please, Mary, change the specials for him,” Vera said.

	I turned slowly to Jack and raised my brows.

	“You haven’t changed them in all these weeks?” I asked.

	“Didn’t want my cousin to mess up the board and with Mill being injured I figured…” Jack said, looking uncomfortable.

	“Miller is not that injured, and just changing the text will take me two minutes,” I said and got to my feet. “I’d be happy to draw another pattern around it too.”

	“Elle isn’t a great artist, but she did fix up the board nicely enough, I’ll give her that,” Vera muttered.

	“Elle?” I asked.

	“Ma, you know you’re not supposed to call her that,” Jack said and looked around as if danger was lurking behind the colorful tees he had on a rack by the side. “She hates it, you know that.”

	“Murielle,” Vera snapped. “We all used to call her Elle but then she married Magnus Johns, and suddenly that wasn’t good enough, and now it’s Murielle or get slapped.”

	I snorted out laughter before I could stop myself but then I moved closer to the chalkboard.

	“What happened?” I asked.

	I squinted and looked more carefully at the drawing, and somehow it didn’t look quite like it had when I’d drawn it. The bottom left corner was… off. I couldn’t put my finger on it, and it was weird, but I could have sworn that I hadn’t drawn some of the lines.

	“Somebody did something to the corner?” I asked.

	“You’re the only one who has spotted it, though you would, I guess,” Jack said. “The girl cleaning the place splashed some water and part of it didn’t look so good after that.”

	“Really?”  I asked because it didn’t look touched up. It looked drawn from scratch.

	“My cousin fixed it. I’d taken so many pictures, and she drew it from those. Took her forever but it ended up quite nice, don’t you think?”

	It did, actually.

	Oh, well, I thought. Maybe Murielle just wasn’t very creative, and the drawing I’d done had been simple enough. Then I changed the lunch specials to ham on rye and tomato soup, and neither Jack nor his Ma could understand why that made me giggle so hard I almost dropped the chalks. When the bell above the door chimed, I turned around and gasped.

	Miller walked in, and I stared at him. He grinned at me. 

	“What have you done?” I asked weakly.

	“I got bored, had nothing to do,” he replied and moved his hand across his jaw.

	His freshly shaved jaw where there was no goatee anymore.

	I opened and closed my mouth a few times, and he started laughing.

	“You like?” he asked.

	“Huh,” I said, stalling for time.

	No. I did most assuredly not like. He looked softer and younger somehow, and it looked good, but he didn’t look like my Miller.

	“No?” he asked, reading my face accurately and still grinning widely.

	I held a hand up, palm toward him, and pulled my phone out of my pocket.

	“Hawk,” I barked out when he answered. “Miller is back on as of now. I can’t take it anymore, and when you see his latest quest to stave off insanity, you will agree with me.”

	Hawker started laughing, but my mouth had fallen open, and I heard how he was saying something, but I suddenly had trouble breathing. I kept staring at huge the window facing the sidewalk and Main Street. Across the top, it said ‘Coffees, Shoes & Other things’ and at the bottom, it said ‘Proprietor: Jack Pearson’.

	“Mary,” Miller said, and he sounded worried suddenly. “Are you okay?”

	I shook my head and murmured, “Yes.”

	Then I took a deep breath, trying frantically to sort out the thoughts running through my mind. Unless I were very much mistaken, I’d just figured out who was behind the shooting at Miller and me.

	“Hawk,” I said weakly into the phone.

	“Yeah,” he said, and there was no laughter in his voice anymore. 

	He’s clearly heard something was wrong. I forced myself to smile, walked over to grab my tote-bag, and sketch pad.

	“Well, if we’re late then it’s Miller’s fault,” I said loudly into the phone. “We’re on our way over, tell Sloane we’ll be at your house in five.”

	“Okay,” he said, and I closed the call.

	“We’re late,” I scolded Miller and started walking toward the door. “Hawker is not happy,” I added and winked at Jack.

	They laughed as we left, knowing how growly Hawker Johns could be when things didn’t turn out the way he wanted.

	“What’s wrong,” Miller said as we got in his car.

	“Get…” I choked up and had to swallow. “Get us to Hawker’s, Mill. I know who got you shot and it isn’t good.”

	“Shit,” he muttered.

	“Yeah,” I agreed. “Shit.”

	He got us to Hawker’s house in less than three minutes, and then we walked in without even knocking.

	“What’s wrong,” Hawker said.

	“We’re the only ones in the house?” I asked.

	“Yeah,” he replied.

	“I know I'm silly but can we please check to make sure all windows are closed, and lock all doors?”

	“Huh,” was Hawker’s not very eloquent reply, and he and Miller walked off.

	Sloane just looked at me and walked over to the corner, got a bottle of whiskey and a few glasses, and put them on the low table in front of the couch. I nodded, and her mouth thinned.

	“What’s wrong, Mary,” Hawker asked quietly.

	“I hate this,” I said. “I need you to listen to some things, and it’ll be shit I know, and it might be nothing…” I trailed off and looked at Miller. “But it might be something.”

	“Tell us any way you can,” he said calmly. “We’ll listen until you’re done.”

	I nodded and turned to Hawker.

	“That story about Willy and him having a lady love, the one with the poem about the red and the blue that you thought was funny. You told that to people, right?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Who?”

	“We’ve talked about this and found no leads. I told the family, a few friends. Jack, Sven, maybe a couple others, all men from around here that I’ve known my whole life.”

	I nodded and swallowed. Okay, I thought. Here goes.

	“I have been thinking about that day when we were attacked. They were all over the mountain. It wasn’t just one person, there were at least three. Someone shot Miller, and then when we stopped, I hit two of them. And I think there were more, many more.”

	I paused, and both Hawk and Miller nodded, knowing what would have happened if I hadn’t kept my cool and gotten us out of there.

	“It was planned, Hawker. It takes time to set something like that up, so they knew. They knew we were going to Thend. They knew what day, and maybe they even knew what time.”

	Their faces hardened when they realized what I was saying, but they only nodded.

	“So, I started thinking, who knew?”

	I paused and then I started again.

	“I was in Jack’s coffee shop again today, and we talked about the drawing I did for him. It had been messed up in the corner by the cleaning lady, but it was fixed. No one had noticed, and I could barely see it myself. It was very, very, nicely done.”

	They looked confused then, so I barged on.

	“Then I put it all together. Do you remember when we were in Carson’s kitchen that day when we found out that the painting in the library was a copy?” My question was for Miller, but I went on before he could answer, “I listed a few names of who could make replicas, but I didn’t really know. Did you get a list of names from the police?”

	They both shook their heads, and I smiled, although not happily.

	“I’m sure my name is on that list, I heard about the poem, and I knew we were going to Thend,” I said, and went on immediately because it seemed like Miller was about to protest. “It wasn’t me, but I realized that it had to be someone like me.”

	They didn’t understand, and I swallowed again.

	“There was someone they talked about in the art department, someone who was a master at creating copies but a totally unimaginative painter. I didn’t remember the name, thought it was Bella and something common like Anderson, but it wasn’t.”

	Miller got it then, and he swore softly.

	“Murielle studied art, didn’t she?” I asked.

	“What are you saying, exactly?” Hawker asked slowly.

	“Murielle is family so she’d have heard about the poem. She would have been known as Elle Pearson in Prosper, and she could have done the forgeries. She sure did an expert job of replicating my stupid chalkboard drawing. And she knew we were going to Thend that day. I told her myself, at that dinner at Gilmore’s, the night you got married. You were there too, Hawk. You heard it.”

	They stared at me, and then Sloane slowly bent her head down, breathing heavily.

	“It’s all nothing maybe, but it could be…” I whispered.

	“Yeah,” Miller said. “It could be something.”

	“Okay,” Hawker said hoarsely. “I’ll talk to Mags.”

	I blinked and wondered if he hadn’t understood what I said.

	“Oh, man,” Miller murmured. “Kills me. He’s… Mags. Your brother. My brother too in many ways.”

	“What?” Hawker growled.

	“He’s right, honey,” Sloane whispered. “Kills me too, but you can’t talk to him. He loves her, you know that. Loves her to death. So, you can’t ask him because either he’s involved or he’ll lie through his teeth for her.”

	Hawker looked so defeated it hurt to watch him, but I couldn’t turn my eyes away. He kept looking at me, and then his face finally softened.

	“The strength in you, little girl,” he murmured.

	Then he got to his feet abruptly and walked over to stare out the window. Miller moved over to stand next to him, and I heard them murmur quietly. Miller put a hand on Hawker’s shoulder and then they were silent, watching the mountains outside.

	“Not many would have come here to tell him that to his face,” Sloane murmured. “He’s right, you’re stronger than you look.”

	“He wouldn’t hurt me,” I whispered.

	“He wouldn’t,” she agreed. “Thank you for seeing that in him. Most don't.”

	I nodded and turned to look at the men by the window.

	“They’ll be fighting more than usual until this is solved,” Sloane said.

	“Yeah,” I sighed. “I hope Miller’s wounds have healed well enough.”

	“Neosporin,” Sloane said laconically. “And butterfly bandages.”

	“Yeah,” I repeated.

	Then the men came back and sat down with us.

	“What are we going to do?” I asked.

	“Some of us are going to have a huge shot of whiskey,” Hawker replied, “Then I’ll call d’Augustine, and get him up here as soon as he can come. He’ll read her mind, so he’ll know if she’s lying, but she won’t know that. I’ll lay it out, and see what she says. What Mags says…” He trailed off and leaned forward to pour two healthy portions of liquor. “I’ll absolutely kill him if he’s involved in this, just see if I won’t,” he muttered.

	
Chapter Twenty-three

	I’m special

	Dante was on his way and the three days that had passed since I’d shared my suspicions had not been easy. Hawker had put the group on high alert, and they were silently pulling strings to find out as much as possible before the upcoming confrontation. Miller was unhappy, but he was at least busy again and left the remodel of the outhouse to me. I promptly made the builders happy by canceling all the strange additions he’d made. Miller had also come home with some fresh bruises every day, but they hadn’t been bad, and he’d assured me Hawker had looked worse, so I’d shrugged it off. 

	My phone rang as I was getting ready for the meeting, and since I’d just realized I couldn’t button my favorite jeans, I was busy cursing profusely.  I didn’t recognize the number, so I didn’t answer and continued searching for something that would fit until I found a wide tunic that I liked.

	“Uh, Mary,” a voice called out from downstairs.

	I pulled the tunic down and adjusted my leggings, shouting, “Yeah?” as I walked toward the landing to look down.

	A couple of the builders stood there, looking like they wanted to laugh.

	“What?” I asked and started down the stairs.

	“Got a call from Hare,” one of the men said, and when I raised my brows, he rushed on. “He tried calling you, but you didn’t pick up.”

	I waited for an actual explanation, although I suspected that I knew what would come.

	“There’s a brawl over at Johns, and he was wondering if you could come over,” he said.

	Well shit, I thought.

	“Okay,” I sighed.

	“Immediately,” he added. “It’s not a good fight.”

	I sighed again, told them to lock up and got into my old car that we’d finally picked up. 

	It didn’t start.

	When I’d punched the steering wheel a few times, I got out and kicked the door.

	“Crappy old piece of shit,” I yelled.

	The men had exited our house and were watching me, so I turned to them.

	“Well?” I snapped. “Who’s driving?”

	When I got to Johns, I was not in a good mood and marched straight into the place feeling a distinct need to get in a fight myself. Hawker and Miller were facing off in the middle of the bar, as expected, and I could tell immediately that Hare had not been exaggerating. They usually seemed to enjoy the fight, and even though they ended up bruised, they were sort of jovial about hitting each other. This time it seemed for real. Wilder was there, and she was trying to separate them, but they pushed her back and then Hawk tackled Miller, so they ended up in a heap on the floor. I could tell that Wilder was getting angry too, and wondered if she would get into the fray.

	I pressed my lips together, walked over to the bar and peered over it. Then I got up on my toes and grabbed a pitcher of water, walked back and pushed my way through the crowd and promptly emptied the content on the men on the floor. This got their attention, and they stopped fighting, but I got two glares for my efforts.

	I did not care.

	“Do you really think I enjoy dragging my sorry butt down here to make two grown men stop acting like idiots?” I shouted.

	They both had identical looks of frustration and surprise on their faces.

	“It’s not as if I get enough sleep, and now I can’t button my pants,” I snapped at Miller when he was about to say something.

	He promptly closed his mouth although I could see that humor and softness slowly replaced the anger in his eyes.

	“And my shitty old car didn’t start,” I growled and kicked Hawker in the shin.

	His brows went up a little, and he got to his feet. There was no softness in his face, and as he moved toward me, I backed up a few steps. He followed me until I stopped, just outside the circle that had surrounded the fight. I had to tilt my head way back to look at his furious face, but I could also see the pain in his eyes and all my anger left me.

	“Hawk,” I said and put my hand on his cheek.

	He tilted his head a little into my hand.

	“I know,” I whispered and moved my hand in a caress.

	He closed his eyes briefly and then he sighed.

	“Hate this,” he murmured.

	“I know,” I repeated. “Over soon, honey.”

	“Yeah,” he said and turned toward a crowd that was staring at us. “Go to hell,” he muttered sourly and walked over to help Miller off the floor.

	They said something, and then Miller twisted his shoulder around a little, made a face, and they started laughing. All was well again, I assumed, so my job was done.

	“You can’t button your pants?” Wilder asked quietly next to me, and since I hadn’t heard her coming, I jumped.

	“Not my favorite pair,” I replied.

	“Guess you’re really pregnant,” she said, and I stared at her. “You’re so tiny, and you don’t look pregnant,” she clarified.

	“Well I am,” I said.

	“You’re not sleeping well?” she asked.

	I felt a blush creep up my neck because I slept perfectly fine. When I slept.

	“Oh,” she said, and a grin spread on her face. “Go Miller,” she snorted.

	“Shut up,” I said, and she started laughing.

	Then Mac walked over to the men, and he had his phone in his hand. He made some kind of signal with his hand, and they straightened. 

	It was time.

	Dante’s car was there when we got to the cluster of houses just outside Norton where the Johns’ lived. Sloane walked out of Hawker’s house as we parked and then we all went into Gilmore Johns’ huge living room, where Dante and Olly waited together with Magnus and Murielle Johns. I could hear Gilmore’s booming laughter as he played with his grandchildren outside, so I walked over to close the big patio doors. Magnus and Murielle’s oldest daughter Althea, Allie, waved at me and I waved back. She was running across the lawn toward her brother, and her long white hair was flying in the air. She looked exactly like Wilder except for the color of her eyes, and I smiled a little because if things had been different, my friend could have been doing that, I thought. If Wilder’s mother hadn’t met Paolo Fratinelli, she would have been raised partially in Norton, running like that on her long twelve-year-old legs toward her family.

	“Why are we here?” Murielle asked, and she didn’t sound happy. “I have things to –”

	“I have a few questions,” Hawker interrupted her, glanced at Dante and took a pile of papers from Olly.

	He glanced at the papers and stared through the window at the blue sky outside for a few seconds. I recognized the look on his face and knew he was communicating with his bird. The message he got couldn’t have been good because his brows went down and he turned abruptly toward his sister in law.

	“Who paid you to create forgeries of Willie Callaghan’s paintings?” he asked.

	“What?” Magnus said and took a step forward, but Hawker made a weird growling sound and pointed at him.

	“You’re my brother, Mags. If that means anything to you, then stand down and shut up.”

	Their eyes held for a second and then Magnus nodded, once.

	“Answer me,” Hawker said to Murielle.

	“I don’t know what you’re –”

	“Money was paid into your bank account. Huge amounts and the payments coincide with the thefts.”

	There was a long silence, and then she smiled.

	“You can’t prove anything,” she said.

	Magnus made a small sound, but collected himself and took a step away from his wife.

	“They probably could,” I said quietly. “Every artist leaves a trace of themselves in their paintings, you know that.”

	“Mary,” she sneered. “What a little expert you think you are, fresh out of University and running around the village drawing ugly cats and pigs.”

	Her words didn’t anger me or insult me. They made me sad, for her sake. She was so bitter, and the disappointment she so obviously felt for how her life had turned out was written all over her face.

	“Why did you do it?” Hawker cut in, and his voice was low, but there was a deep rumble in it that made Murielle’s eyes snap to his face.

	“I haven’t done anything illegal,” she said, although she’d started to sound just a little bit uncertain. “They asked me for copies of a few paintings, offered to pay very nicely, and I accepted.”

	“Who?” Hawker snapped.

	“I don’t know,” she snapped right back. “They told me which paintings, I did the copies, sent them off and got the money. Why would I care who it was?”

	There was a long silence in the room, and then Hawker turned to Dante. They looked at each other and Dante nodded which I thought meant that she was telling the truth. Hawker looked uncertain, but she could very well be honest, I thought and decided to get into the discussion.

	“I’m contacted a few times each year to make replicas,” I said, and there was a low murmur in the room. “Not illegally, and not by criminals. For insurance purposes.”

	“Is that so,” Murielle said haughtily.

	“Yes, it is,” I confirmed. “Some collectors want their work in a safe, so they want a replica on their wall because they still want to brag about owning the paintings.”

	I looked at her a long time, and then I turned to Hawker.

	“I get contacted via email, but I don’t know how they find me. I would guess through the Art department or one of the Museums.” Then I turned back to Murielle. “I always check their credentials, and if they can’t provide proof of ownership, I send the email to Prosper PD and the Art department, and forget about it. Even if they have proof of ownership, I rarely accept.”

	“Then you’re stupid,” she spat. “Poor trash like you, needing the money –”

	She stopped talking when Miller got in her face.

	“Shut up, Elle” he growled.

	“Miller, it’s okay,” I whispered and went on when both he and Murielle turned to me, “I might not have a lot of money, but I have dignity and self-respect. What you’ve done is actually illegal, but it’s also immoral, so I’m thinking you have neither.”

	She opened her mouth to say something but Hawker cut her off.

	“I told a joke a while back about Willy, about him having a girlfriend. Who did you share that joke with?”

	She looked at him, and her brows went up. Shit, I thought, either she’s a really good actress or she has no clue what he’s talking about.

	“What are you talking about?” she asked.

	“Don’t act stupid,” he barked. “Roses are red, violets are blue… Willy having a little lady-love on the side?”

	“I have no idea what you’re talking about, and you shouldn’t expect me to. You tell a lot of things that you think are funny, and they never are. How do you expect me to remember all of them?”

	Dante cleared his throat again and made a gesture with his hand. Hawker’s brows went high up on his forehead, and he stared at the tall blond man in disbelief. Murielle didn’t know.

	“We were attacked on our way back from Thend. Who did you talk to about our trip?” Miller asked.

	“You think Murielle had something to do with –” Magnus said, turned to his wife and said hoarsely, “Elle, no, please?”

	“I don’t know what they are talking about,” Murielle said immediately. “You have to believe me, I would never betray them. Never.” She turned to the room in general and said weakly, “You have to believe me.”

	“I believe you,” Dante said quietly, and everyone turned to him.

	He held Hawker’s gaze and nodded slowly.

	“Someone knew about our trip,” Miller insisted, and added, “We didn’t discuss it outside this room, not the exact day.”

	Murielle’s eyes flitted to the side, and it was such a quick movement that I wouldn’t have seen it if I hadn’t watched her so carefully. I turned my head slowly and swallowed as I looked through the window at a happy grandfather playing with his laughing grandchildren.

	“Excuse me, can we sit down,” I said. “I need some water, can someone please get –”

	As I expected, everyone got worried about me, and Miller immediately led me over to the couches where we all sat down. Wilder ran into the kitchen, but I focused on Dante. I had been able to communicate with him deliberately once before when I had been in their house and pretended to sleep.

	“DANTE?” I thought.

	He started coughing, and Miller turned to him.

	“Need some water too,” Dante muttered and looked at me with a whisper of a smile in his eyes.

	I had apparently gotten through to him and in a way that had startled him.

	“Go and get water, Dante. Talk to Wilder. Tell her to bring the girl. Tell her to bring Althea inside,” I thought.

	His brows went up, but he didn’t question me, and left the room, coughing very credibly.

	“Are you okay?” Hawker asked me.

	“Yes,” I said calmly and took hold of Miller’s hand. “I was just looking at the kids outside, spinning around, and that made me dizzy.” Miller squeezed my hand, but I kept talking, holding Hawker’s gaze, “Children are so energetic, don’t you think? Sneaking around when they should be in bed, listening to grown-ups talking…”

	Miller’s grip on my hand turned to steel, and I knew that he remembered how Althea had heard us talking about going to Thend, and how Murielle had walked off to put her back in bed. Hawker understood too, but before anyone could say anything, Dante came back with two glasses of water, and Wilder walked through the patio doors with Althea.

	“Althea, not now,” Murielle said immediately.

	“Come here, Allie, my girl,” Hawker murmured, and the girl obeyed her uncle instead of her mother.

	“Uncle Hawk,” she giggled, and when he patted the coach next to him, she sat down, bouncing a little as she did.

	Hawker turned to his brother and sighed.

	“I’ll ask your girl a few questions if that’s okay with you?” he asked gently.

	“You don’t think –” Magnus started, but was cut off immediately.

	“I don’t know, brother. We need to make sure, though.”

	“Okay,” Magnus said, and when Murielle made a protesting sound, he turned to her and said again, “Okay.”

	His voice sounded more determined, and she leaned back with a sulking look on her face.

	“Who did you tell that Miller and Mary were going to Thend?” Hawker asked.

	She turned to him, and her face had a mutinous look suddenly.

	“I can’t tell you,” she replied.

	I felt like crying. This young girl had betrayed us.

	“Miller was nearly killed,” I whispered.

	“What?” she breathed.

	“Someone knew we were driving back and they were… trying to take our car,” I improvised. “Miller was shot twice, and it nearly killed him.”

	“Then it wasn’t because of me,” she said with certainty, looking relieved. “I only told my bird, and he would never do anything to harm any of the other bird owners.”

	“What?” Hawker exploded.

	“I have a bird, Uncle Hawk,” Allie said proudly, glancing at her mother and straightening her back. “I’m the one. I’m special.”

	“Impossible,” Wilder said quietly.

	“He said you would say that and that nobody has seen the bird you’re talking about. My bird says it doesn’t exist,” Allie said patiently. “You are lying about it, and I have been the one all the time.”

	There was a long silence, and then Murielle leaned forward.

	“It could be true,” she said. “We have never seen Wilder’s bird and if –”

	“Elle…” Hawker said, and his voice was just a soft whisper.

	Then he shook his head slowly, and she swallowed.

	“You’ve seen Wilder’s bird, Uncle Hawk?” Allie asked, and she sounded confused.

	“Many times, Allie girl,” he said gently.

	“What does it look like?”

	“It’s a hawk,” he replied.

	“It’s small and black,” Miller added.

	“The eyes are bright yellow, just like Wilder’s,” Mac said gently.

	Allie swallowed and looked around the room.

	“You’ve all seen it?” she asked.

	Everyone in the room except her parents nodded. I leaned down to my tote bag, pulled out my sketchpad and flicked the pages around. Then I turned it around to show the girl a picture I’d drawn of Wilder and her bird. It was just parts of their faces, and they were staring right back at me from the paper, calmly and defiantly.

	Allie stretched her hand out and touched the drawing. Then she straightened her back, and the mutinous look was back on her face.

	“But I have a bird too,” she insisted. “Something has changed because I do.” 

	Hawker turned to look at Dante, but his face was blank, and he didn’t move. 

	“What does your bird look like?” Wilder asked curiously.

	“It looks like a bird,” she replied. “He says it isn’t time for the big unveiling, though, and I am not allowed to share details yet.”

	“Okay,” Wilder said slowly. “What is the unveiling?” she asked curiously.

	“That’s when we let everyone know. Everyone who has a bird will be gathered, waiting for us to join them. First, my family will walk in, and everyone will clap their hands and cheer because they have a child with a bird. Then Strachlan and I will come out of the forest together and when we do, everyone will bow to us.”

	There was a stunned silence, and Dante cleared his throat. 

	“That sounds like a lovely ceremony,” he said. His eyes were calm and kind, and he leaned forward. “Did your bird tell you about this ceremony?”

	She looked at him but didn’t reply.

	“Allie?” Hawker commanded. “Did the bird tell you?”

	She reared back, and there was suddenly an almost scared look on her face.

	“I can’t betray the bird. He says, when you have a bird you never betray it, and you never tell what the bird says. Not to anyone.” She swallowed, and added, “But I just did.”

	“It’s okay,” Miller said. “I’m sure he meant to outsiders, but we are insiders here, aren’t we?”

	“Maybe…” she said quietly.

	“Who’s Strachlan?” Wilder asked.

	She’d said that name, and I couldn’t recall anyone in the village called such a strange thing.

	“But it’s my bird, of course,” Allie said, with a confused smile. “That’s his name.”

	“Okay…” Wilder said, frowning a little. Then she sighed and smiled at her cousin. “Where do you meet him, this bird of yours? Is it a hawk like mine or an eagle like Dad’s?”

	“But I told you,” Allie said. “It isn’t time for the unveiling yet, so I haven’t seen him. He says he’s big and brown, so I think it’s an eagle, just like Uncle Hawk’s,” she added, and I thought there was a sly, condescending look in her eyes.

	“Huh,” Wilder muttered.

	They continued to ask questions and with only a little prompting, and some well phrased flatter, Allie told them all about how she met her bird in the forest behind the house. He’d started talking to her some time ago, and in the beginning, it had been just low murmurs, but she shared that they were having long conversations almost every week. It was because they would show themselves to everyone soon she said smugly, and with a look at her mother. 

	I wondered how many times she’d heard Murielle talk about having a child with a bird.

	“What does he sound like?” Sloane asked. “I don’t have a bird, so I don’t know,” she added to clarify when Allie looked like she was about to protest.

	She looked mildly curious and leaned back, slowly stroking her belly. The baby inside wouldn’t have a connection to a bird, though it didn’t seem to bother her, maybe because there were no restrictions on her abilities and her child would most likely be able to communicate with butterflies and dragonflies.

	“He sounds like you,” she said and pointed at Olly.

	“Me?”

	“Just like a man, but not an old man,” she flicked her eyes over to her uncle, but when he straightened and raised his brows at this innocent insult, she continued, “Soft voice, a little raspy, like he has a cold. I asked him, but he said –”

	She cut her off and looked down.

	“I can’t betray him,” she murmured.

	“That’s okay,” Dante said immediately. “I like loyalty.”

	She smiled at him, and he winked at her, which made her blush a little.

	“Can you do me a favor, though,” he murmured gently, and went on before she could reject it, “I really like Mary and Miller.”

	“Okay,” she said, although she spoke hesitantly so it sounded mostly like a question.

	“Can you just lean back and think through everything that has happened since you met, um, Strachlan. Go back to the first time he talked to you and think about everything you’ve talked about. You don’t have to tell us, but if you could just think about everything to see if there is anything you remember that can help us to figure out why they tried to take Miller’s car?”

	She looked at him and nodded. When the slim girl leaned back and turned her face toward the window, I quietly exhaled air I hadn’t been aware I’d held in my lungs.

	“You okay, baby?” Miller murmured and put an arm around my shoulders.

	“Yeah,” I replied, but I wasn’t.

	Murielle had transferred her bitterness and her ambitions to her daughter, and the young girl had been easy prey for someone. I had no doubt in my mind that there wasn’t a bird, and that a man had managed to fool the girl. It would hurt her when they told her, and I wasn’t sure if her unpleasant mother or weak father would be able to handle her grief and confusion.

	Dante leaned back too and sipped his water calmly as quiet conversation swirled around him. Everyone tried to act as if nothing was wrong, and the only ones not saying anything was Magnus and Murielle. He looked defeated, and she looked angry.

	I turned to Dante and wondered what it would feel like to sit there and listen to the girl’s thoughts, hearing her childish hopes and dreams being preyed upon by a grown man. As I watched, his eyes suddenly sharpened but he didn’t move. After a while, he slowly pulled his phone out of his pocket, looked at it, and got to his feet.

	“Excuse me,” he murmured and left.

	Hawker watched his back with narrowed brows, and Allie turned to the room.

	“I can’t remember anything that would explain –”

	Hawker’s phone rang, and she stopped, but he calmly turned it off without looking at it. Miller phone rang immediately, and he did the same. 

	“That’s okay, Allie,” Hawker said and sighed when Mac also rejected a phone call.

	Then my phone chimed. I had a text message from Dante.

	“Tell Johns to pick up his goddamn phone,” it said. 

	I looked at the screen and my gut clenched with apprehension. Hawker’s phone started ringing again, and he sighed, but I leaned forward.

	“You should perhaps pick it up,” I said quietly.

	He pressed his lips together and turned the phone around. Then he got to his feet and walked over to the window. We all watched in silence as he murmured a few words into the phone and then he turned.

	“Right,” he said. “We have another situation that will have to be dealt with so here’s what’s going to happen…” 

	He surveyed the room, clearly making plans, and then he nodded.

	“Miller, Wilder, Mac and Mary. You’re with me. Everyone else stays in this room. Olly, you’re deputized. Anyone moves, arrest them.”

	“What,” Murielle gasped.

	“I am not kidding,” Hawker barked, turned to his brother and said, “Mags, my daughter once told you to grow a pair. Now would be a good time to do so.”

	Without waiting for an answer, he walked out of the room. Miller pulled me to my feet, and we followed Hawker across the driveway and into his house.  

	 

	
Chapter Twenty-four

	Strachlan

	 

	Dante was in the living room, and when we walked in, he raised his hand and pointed to the phone he held to his ear.

	“Danny, where’s Jiminella?” he said. “Right. Get three men, fully armed, go get her.” He listened for a few seconds but then he clearly cutting his friend off. “I’m calling her, she won’t give you any issues. All security is on full alert. No time to talk now, I’m leaving in thirty, get our people into the village, and absolutely no one else enters until I’m back. Complete lockdown, Danny.” There was another brief silence, and then he murmured, “Yeah. Keep her safe for me man.”

	“What the –”

	Dante raised his hand again to stop Hawker from talking, pressed the screen and then he said into the phone.

	“Nellie, no discussion, not now. Danny and a few men will come pick you up. Go home, stay there, okay? Call me when you’re inside the gates.” She must have agreed without questioning him because he said immediately, “Yeah, love you too,” and closed the call.

	Then he turned to us, and his face was hard and angry.

	“Someone is fooling that girl and has been for a very long time. Years, I think.”

	“I thought so,” Hawker agreed. “Did she see him?”

	“No. He’s been damned clever, hiding in the forest and feeding Allie's ego, telling her stories about the birds, and how she couldn’t tell anyone. It started out innocently enough, but it seems as if it’s escalating, or has been in the past few months.”

	“What’s wrong in Marshes?” I whispered. “Dante, why are you afraid for Jinx?”

	He answered immediately, and I could suddenly see what Miller had talked about when I’d been surprised about Dante and Olly sparring. Try to hurt Jinx and the suave, slick Dante turned into someone completely different. The man in front of me would kill, instantly, if he had to, there was no doubt in my mind about that.

	“He told Allie that she was the cleverest girl he had even met,” he growled. “Said she was even smarter than the one by the waters. He also said that the one by the waters would be gone soon.”

	“What?” Wilder shouted. “She knew this and –”

	“Wilder, she’s twelve,” Hawker interrupted. “She doesn’t understand.”

	“She’s young, but she’s not stupid,” Wilder snapped.

	“She knows it’s wrong, and she wanted to tell someone,” Dante interrupted. “He’s cunning, and he knows how to play her.”

	“Shit,” Wilder muttered. “Dibs when we find him,” she added, and I stared at her.

	She was calling dibs on what? Killing him?

	“He’s mine,” Hawker said, and his voice gave no room for argument, so no one even tried.

	They started pushing Dante for details, and he told them what he knew, which wasn’t a lot. He kept looking at his watch, and I knew that he worried about Jinx, so when his phone rang, we all sighed with relief.

	“Nellie,” he said, looked around the room and went on, “I’ll put you on the loudspeaker. Hawk, Mill, Mary, Wilder and Mac are in the room.”

	“Hey everyone,” Jinx said. “Problems?”

	Her voice was calm, and the mood seemed to lighten in the room just by her verbal presence, although it could be simply because Dante visibly relaxed.

	Dante told her what had happened in a summary so clear and to the point, I felt my mouth fall open a little before I controlled myself. I knew he was the Mayor of the village by the sea, and since Jinx was a genius I’d figured out that he wasn’t exactly stupid, but I realized that I’d been a bit blinded by his looks. His beautiful face, long golden hair and tall, muscular body had made me think that he was laid back and not very shrewd. The way he talked with Jinx on the phone, and handled Hawker Johns, clearly showed that he was more than a jovial man who made jokes about Miller and me.

	“How do you know she doesn’t have a bird?” Jinx asked. “The connections evolve, you all know this. She could –”

	“Jinx, no,” Wilder said calmly. “I get what you’re saying, but there were too many things that were off. She talked about us all being bird owners when we are friends with our birds. They’re family. We don’t own them.”

	“She said her bird sounded like a normal man,” Mac cut in. “It… I can’t explain, but they don’t sound exactly like humans. It’s more like…” He trailed off and looked around the room.

	“An echo,” I said quietly.

	Everyone froze, and Jinx murmured, “Was that you, Mary?”

	“Yes,” I said and looked at them. “I’ve heard Miller’s kite. I heard him when we were at Miller’s porch, and he was so drunk… and a couple more times since then.”

	I hadn’t told anyone except Miller because it was so mundane. I’d heard the bird laugh a few times, and once it told me to bring in a few books from outside just before it started raining. There were no major revelations or anything dramatic, just everyday stuff.

	“Huh,” Hawker said.

	“Interesting,” Jinx said, and I could tell that she wanted to discuss this further but we’d have to do that another day.

	“Then there’s the name,” I said, to get them back to the current problem.

	“Yeah,” Wilder picked up immediately. “That was really strange. They do not have names, and it used to drive me nuts.”

	“They don’t have names?” Jinx asked. “What do you call them?”

	“Bird.”

	There was a long silence, and then Jinx asked, “Just, bird? All of you the same? Bird?”

	“Yup,” Mac said.

	“That’s why it was so strange that she called it Strachlan, repeatedly. Told us clearly, that was her bird's name, and that’s when we all knew,” Hawker said.

	“What?” Jinx said, and her voice sounded strange.

	“Str –”

	 “I heard you. Oh, God,” she whispered.

	“Nellie, what?” Dante asked, leaning forward and the frown was back on his face.

	“Dante… The man, the professor leading the research program that put me in a hospital several times as I grew up. He was called Jonathan Strachlan.”

	Everyone reared back when we heard, and a murmur went through the room. We’d all heard about how Jinx and a group of children had been used in scientific experiments as they grew up. To find out that there was a link between that program and the group around Hawker Johns was mind-boggling.

	“Fuck,” Hawker said succinctly, and for once I agreed with the use of that word.

	“We’ll have to find the professor,” Dante said quietly.

	“That’ll be hard because he’s dead,” Jinx countered. She had regained her composure and continued calmly to explain. 

	“His academic career took a downward turn from what he did with us. Then someone found errors in most of his official research, so he got discharged immediately from all his posts at the University, and stripped of his academic titles. Within weeks, a nasty rumor about his fondness for young boys somehow made its way around the hospitals, and nothing was ever proven, but there was enough to make sure nobody hired him.”

	She made a pause, but since she was met with silence, she went on, “Then he was murdered. Someone broke into his home and shot him.”

	“You?” Wilder asked.

	I blinked. I had never in my life expected to hear one of my girlfriends calmly ask the other if she’d committed murder.

	“I’m the sheriff here,” Hawker murmured warningly. “No mentioning murder, Jinx.”

	Jinx promptly started laughing.

	“The official research, affirmative, that was totally me. Pedophilic tendencies, I wish it had been me, but no. Murder, absolutely not. I wanted him to live for eternity.”

	Dante smiled toward the phone and rubbed his face with one of his hands.

	“Eternity?” Mac asked. 

	“Yes. Jonathan Strachlan saw himself as a demigod, but he fell fast and landed hard. He had a son, but when it all went down he took his family and bailed, so the high and mighty Uni professor who had ruled his own little kingdom ended up living alone in a small shack,” Jinx said and added with great satisfaction in her voice, “On welfare. Hell yeah, I wanted him to live like that for a long time.”

	“Guess someone disagreed,” Mac muttered.

	“Guess so,” she said.

	“We need Kit and Olly,” Miller suddenly said. “There’s a connection, but I can’t…”

	“What do you mean?” Hawker asked when he trailed off.

	“Too much shit has happened, Hawk, but I don’t get how it ties together. The crystal. Fratinelli. Trying to capture Jinx. Kidnapping Mary. Code sheets. The Ophidians. Shooting at us… and shooting to kill. And now this man with a link to Jinx is tricking Allie into telling secrets.”

	Their eyes held and then Hawker nodded.

	“We’ll get together all of us. Everyone’s in Norton, so we’ll do it tomorrow.”

	“I haven’t gone through Paolo Fratinelli’s study yet. Haven’t had time and didn’t think it was important, but I’ll start tomorrow,” Dante said, and added, “Though, Hawker? Not everyone is in Norton.”

	“Huh?”

	“Snow,” Jinx said. “Snow is in Prosper, in my condo which has four crappy locks and a couple of deadbolts.”

	“Shit,” Hawker said, and started pulling his phone out of his pocket.

	“You’re responsible for things here, Johns,” Dante said, and there was a steely tone in his voice. “I’ll make sure Jiminella and Snow are safe.”

	“If Perdita Frato is still somehow involved, then –”

	“What?” Jinx shouted.

	I blinked, wondering if my mind would ever stop spinning from what they were talking about.

	“Perdita Frato,” Hawker repeated. “The drug cartel, the Ophidians – they’re structured in cells, and each cell takes a name, and it’s usually something in their old language. The one we had issues with here was called Perdita Frato. I’ve been assured that it was a rogue cell and that they were acting on their own, but I’m not so –”

	“No,” she whispered, and she suddenly sounded close to tears.

	“What’s wrong, Nellie?” Dante asked immediately.

	“It isn’t. Dante, tell them it isn’t.”

	“Nellie, what? We don’t understand,” he said.

	“Perdita Frato. It means lost brother,” she said hoarsely. 

	There was a long silence, and I didn’t understand at all why this was a problem.

	Jinx took a few deep breaths, and said, “You’ll be looking for someone who knows about Strachlan and the hospital. About me and where I live. A person who’s clever enough to figure out about the birds and can manipulate a young girl. And that someone had a brother who’s dead now.”

	“Shit,” Dante said immediately.

	“What?” Hawker barked.

	“There is someone who fits the bill perfectly,” Dante said.

	“It isn’t him,” Jinx wailed. 

	There was a long silence, and then Dante sighed.

	“Jamieson.”

	I blinked. James Jamieson? Jamie, Jinx’ nerdy doctor friend? No. I had to agree with Jinx, it couldn’t be. Could it?

	
Chapter Twenty-five

	When hell freezes over

	There was a chill in the air, and Wilder was lighting up the huge fire-pit as I walked out with a pile of blankets. Then I sat down and leaned back in my chair, out of necessity more than desire because my belly was growing faster than I’d expected and I thought that I looked like a barrel already.

	“Where’s Mac?” I asked Wilder when she sat down next to me.

	“He’s picking Olly up, they’ll be here soon. No way I’m letting them miss this afternoon,” she grinned.

	“I hope they can all come,” I murmured and put a hand on my belly.

	“I’ve sent texts galore, so they’ll be here,” she replied, and when I glared at her, she just grinned. “Don’t worry, your surprise is safe with me. Told them to come or explain to my fists why they didn’t, that’s all.”

	I smiled, knowing well that they’d all come, understanding that this was her way of telling them that it was important. While we waited for everyone to arrive, we talked about everything that had happened in the past months. Allie had been devastated when she saw Wilder’s bird and had at first refused to believe that she’d been fooled. When the truth sunk in it had hit her hard, and she’d withdrawn from her parents and the rest of her family. She cooperated, though, and told Hawker everything she could remember, although the man who had tricked her had been clever, so they didn’t know who he was or exactly what he tried to achieve. He’d made threats against Jinx, and it seemed as if he’d been behind the attack on Miller and me though how that was connected was still unclear. 

	Then Murielle had a very public breakdown in the square outside Johns. Mags had been in the bar, partially to drown his anger in a very large glass of whiskey, but gossip said it was mostly to get away from her. Their marriage was falling to pieces, and fast. Magnus had apparently taken his brother’s advice to grow a spine to heart, and taking it completely too far according to Sloane, who said she heard them fighting all the time. Both Gilmore and Hawker had tried to intervene, but it hadn’t helped. Then Murielle had suddenly been standing in the square, crying and making threats to kill herself and even though most seemed to think that it was all for show, the doctor had been worried enough to admit her to a private resting facility. I hoped it would help her, and had told Mags to let me know if I could do anything for them. Since she blamed me for most of what had happened, he’d bluntly told me that the best help would be if I stayed far, far away from her, so I did. I didn’t like her, but I hadn’t wanted their family to break up, and I hoped she’d get the help she so clearly needed.

	Jinx had been the one that finally got through to Allie, by providing answers but mostly, I thought, by her calm way of dealing with the girl. When Murielle had left, Mags surprised everyone by accepting an invite from Jinx and Dante, promptly packed his two kids and a few bags into his car and went to Marshes for an extended stay. Jinx told me the kids were doing well and that Magnus was adjusting, which I assumed meant he still felt like shit.

	Dante was going through Wilder’s step-father’s study, and so far, he’d mostly found evidence around the small-scale drug smuggling which Paolo Fratinelli had been involved in. Paolo Fratinelli had also wanted Wilder’s crystal, believing that it would make him rich, which we already knew. His cousin Francesco had confirmed this again, as well as our suspicions that the whole thing had been orchestrated by the cell called Perdita Frato. Dante had interrogated Francesco several times, and so had others from the government, though he seemed to have been a pawn in the bigger scheme and knew very little. He hadn’t been part of what happened to Jinx and had just stumbled on her as he brought a shipment of drugs into our country. He had however been part of the group kidnapping me, although mostly by providing a place to hold me. The others in the drug cartel had always had their faces covered when they met him, and he believed this was standard procedure, which it apparently wasn’t at all. They didn’t know who the leader of Perdita Frato was, and Hawker’s contacts in the drug cartel assured him that they were rogue, and not a part of their organization anymore, something Hawker didn’t believe at all.

	They argued still about what to do about Jamie Jamieson. Hawker was convinced the man was involved somehow, but both Jinx and Dante were adamant that he wasn’t, and neither side was willing to give in. The latest I’d heard was that Snow would meet up with Jamie in Prosper for a causal dinner, to see how she felt about him, but I didn’t know what had come out of that.

	There were many more details, and I found it all fascinating, but also a little bit unreal. If I could help them, I would, but I’d told Miller that I was perfectly happy living a normal life in my small village in the mountains. 

	And it was truly my village, Hawker had made sure I knew that.

	We’d been in Wilders small house when I suddenly got a text message that I needed to submit my bank details to receive my share of the Norton fund and could I please let them know my full name for the deed to my house, registration with the hospital and the library. I was also supposed to give a man called Douglas my photo so he could make me a key card for the ski lifts.

	I’d blinked and turned to Miller, showing him the message and raising my brows.

	“I think I told you we’d get married when hell froze over, and that you shouldn’t ask them to change the rules?” I asked. “Hell isn’t even chilly, honey, so what have you done?”

	“Nothing,” he said, and I blinked because he looked completely taken aback.

	“Yeah, that was me,” Hawker said with a grin. “Welcome home, Mary.”

	I stared at him, not understanding at all.

	“Hawk,” Miller said in an oddly gentle voice, and they exchanged a long look.

	 “What?” Wilder interrupted, and I nodded stupidly.

	“Found out that the house you use as a studio wasn’t actually a part of Miller’s house. Wasn’t part of anyone’s deed. So I figured I’d take it to the board and have it added to the Keeghan deed, but then I decided you needed it. Everyone agreed, and it’s yours.”

	“You gave me a house, Hawker?” I asked, not understanding, or maybe not believing that he’d do something like that.

	“A small, old, rickety barn, Mary, but yeah. I did,” he grinned.

	“Okay,” I said.

	“Couldn’t give it to you unless you were a registered part of the village, so Mrs. McCullen put you in the lists.”

	“Okay,” I repeated.

	“If you’re on the list, then Mrs. Davidson adds you to the beneficiaries of the fund.”

	“Wh –”

	“So, be a good girl and send her what she asks for. If you don’t, she’ll give it to you in cash, and you don’t want that.”

	I stared at him, and Miller started laughing.

	“I –”

	I had no words, and the others started laughing too.

	“Welcome home, Mary,” Hawker repeated softly. “The board members knew what giving you that house meant, and they were all in agreement.”

	The enormity of what he’d done hit me, and I tried to smile even though my eyes burned. I pressed my lips together to keep them from trembling, which didn’t stop a soft whimper from escaping, so I gave up and threw myself into Hawker’s arms. He held me a long time and murmured something in my ear, but I didn’t listen. Welcome home, he’d said, and as I leaned my forehead on his broad chest, I felt it in my bones. I was home. 

	Then a thought struck me, and I straightened, turning toward Wilder.

	“I guess I should learn how to ski,” I said. “Will you teach me?”

	There was a short, stunned silence, and then Miller snorted out a sour, “Jesus.”

	“What?” I asked.

	Wilder grinned at me and said cheerfully, “You’re living with the best skier in the village, Mary, but sure, I can teach you.”

	Oh.

	Miller sulked a little, though when he realized that I’d actually never stood on a pair of skis in my life, he started laughing. Apparently, that made me the worst skier in the village because they all learned from a young age.

	“How are you feeling?” Wilder asked, jolting me out of my thoughts, and I focused on my friend again.

	“I don’t think I’ll be skiing this winter,” I said and put a hand on my belly.

	She started laughing but then we heard cars in front of the house. The others were arriving.

	When Miller and Hawker arrived, the porch was full of people, and loud cheers echoed. Miller seemed a bit stunned by the gathering, which I’d expected because I hadn’t warned him about our impromptu celebration.

	“Everyone,” I called out and looked around.

	My girls and their men were there, and all the others who had a link to a bird. Even Snow had come to Norton, and she was a little pale but held it together. Carson and Bo leaned on the porch rail and next to them stood Reuben. Dante was in one of the chairs, and Jinx sat on the armrest. Sloane was next to Dante in another wide chair, and she held a tiny baby in her arms. Hawker stood behind to her, and he winked at me as our eyes met.

	 “I went to Doc Anderson a few days ago for a regular check-up, and they asked me to come back for another appointment,” I started and felt Miller’s grip around my waist tighten slightly. “Nothing is wrong,” I said quickly, and he relaxed.

	“Jesus, baby, I don’t need more gray hair,” he muttered.

	My eyes met Wilder’s, and we started laughing. Since Mill and Hawk had been away doing something I had no clue what it was, she’d gone with me to the appointment, and we both knew that I was about to give the love of my life more than a few new strands of gray.

	“What?” Miller asked, and I forced myself to calm down.

	“It’s genetic,” I said with an apologetic smile.

	“I knew it!” Jinx called out immediately. “I have wondered for the longest time –”

	“What?” Miller interrupted, confused and a little irritated.

	“They asked me to come back because the images they took of our baby was blurry,” I said.

	I had planned what I wanted to say, but then I heard the sound of wings and turned slightly to watch Miller’s beautiful red kite position itself on the porch rail next to Carson. Before I could say anything, another, smaller, kite came gliding through the air.

	And then another one.

	Through the stunned silence, the two younger kites landed on the rail, and then all three birds looked at Miller. Their triumphant laughter breathed through the air, and I couldn’t hold my own back.

	“Twuh,” Miller said. Then he turned to me, cleared his throat and tried again. “Twins?”

	He looked a bit pale, and I put my hand on his cheek.

	“Yes,” I said softly.

	He swallowed.

	“Are you okay?” he asked.

	“Of course I am,” I said calmly.

	“Okay,” he said and swallowed again. Then a slow grin spread on his face. “Guess we have to come up with one more name,” he said.

	We’d talked about calling our son Drake, but I had more news to share.

	“Two,” I said.

	“Two what?” 

	“We need to figure out two names,” I clarified.

	He understood immediately and went even paler.

	“Girls?” he whispered, and I nodded. “Two girls?” he asked as if he couldn’t believe it.

	I nodded again and watched as his eyes softened.

	“I knew it!” Bo suddenly squealed. “I told you, didn’t I? A room that pink – it had to be a girl!” 

	“Two girls,” Carson corrected him, although he sounded as stunned as Miller.

	Laughter and cheers echoed, and I felt Miller take a few deep breaths to steady himself. Everyone started moving toward us, but I raised a hand, and they stopped. My eyes met Hawker’s again, and I nodded slowly. He grinned and leaned down, but I turned to Miller who looked like he didn’t know if he should cheer or faint.

	“Do you know what this means, Mill?” I asked.

	“Huh?”

	“Hell just froze over.”

	His eyes flew to mine, and the sweetest smile slowly spread on his face. He and Carson had told me that their dad used to say that hell would freeze over before any girls were born into their family, but that was also words I’d used, so many times it had become a joke between us.

	The sound of something heavy landing on the low table with a thud made everyone turn, and a low murmur spread as they stared at the Johns’ family Bible. Then Hawker stepped forward, nudging Carson and Kit to stand by Miller’s side. Bo immediately walked over to me.

	“Nuptials,” he whispered loudly. “Love them and love you. I’ll be your matron of honor, my lovely.”

	“Thank you, Bo,” I whispered back, and felt how Mill took hold of my hand.

	“Today is a good day,” Hawker began. “We have work to do, but today is a good day, and it is time to celebrate the love between my best friend and this woman. We have gathered here today to witness…”

	Miller started chuckling softly as Hawker spoke, and I giggled. 

	“Do you, Milvus –” Hawker stopped to cough, and restarted, “Milvus Keeghan take this woman as your wife?” 

	Hawk’s wink was so subtle it was barely noticeable, and I realized that he’d managed to cover up Miller’s ridiculous name and that he’d done it deliberately. I tilted my head back to look up at Miller, and our eyes met. He was laughing down at me, but beneath his joy was the kind of calmness and strength that last for a lifetime.

	“Yes,” he said.

	 

	 

	
Epilogue

	 

	I sat with one of my daughters in my arms, and her sister lay on the blanket next to me when Miller walked around the corner of our house. His face softened like it always did when he came home to our girls and me. 

	Miller’s kite circled the sky, but the birds connected to our daughters were close, as always, sitting on a branch in the closest tree. After the girls were born, I didn’t hear them anymore. Jinx’ theory was that I’d connected to the birds through my babies, and it had never happened before, but there had never been twins born in the families either. I missed the connection, though since we wanted more kids, I hoped I might get it back again somehow, at least for a little while.

	Hawker approached at a slower pace, leaning down a little and holding his son’s hand. The boy pulled away from his father and wobbled over to glance at the girl in my arms, dismissing her immediately. 

	Then he sat down next to the tiny girl on the blanket. The smile he gave her was so sweet, and as we watched in stunned silence, he leaned forward to put a sloppy open-mouthed kiss on her forehead. Somehow, she managed to grab his hand, and the boy’s smile widened into a giggle as their eyes met. 

	“Well shit,” Miller muttered.

	“Uh, son, you’re a little too young for that, aren’t you?” Hawker snorted.

	That’s when Wildman Johns straightened, turned to his father, and calmly spoke his first word.

	“Mine.”  

	 

	
Continue reading…

Black Snow – Birds of a Feather, book 4

	Prologue

	I stood on the edge of the bluff, watching the endless ocean stretch out in front of me. The color of the sky deepened at the horizon, merging with the sea and making the world around me a bubble of soft blue light. The air that just seconds ago had burned like acid with my every breath suddenly seemed lighter, and knowing what was in front of me soothed my soul.

	I’d found the secluded spot by chance, and when I saw how the smooth cliff stretched straight down from the top and into the waves crashing into the mountainside far below, I’d known what I would do. What I would have to do.

	My name is Snow. My father gave me that name out of endless love, for me and for the mountains surrounding the village where I was born. He gave me my last name too. 

	Black. 

	Sometimes I wonder if that is the color of my soul.

	Everyone knows that my parents are dead. My father died in his beloved mountains because of me. He said that it wasn’t my fault, but I know. My mother died by the waters, and the hand that opened the small plastic bottle and emptied its contents might have been hers, but the reason she did it was me. I know this too because she said so, many times. I found her, just before she passed away, and she told me again.

	“We’d still be happy if it weren't for you,” she slurred.

	Then her eyes glazed over as if they were suddenly covered by a thin layer of milk, and she was gone.

	Without Dante, I wouldn’t have made it. I knew how hard it was for him, and felt his pain burn through my bones, but I was just a devastated child, so I let my cousin hold me together until I found a way to exist without shattering into a million pieces of anguish. When the first wave of grief had passed, I carefully selected the parts of me needing him the most and buried the rest deep. He thought he could read my mind like he read everyone else’s, and I had always been good at letting him think so. The truth was and still is that I only allow him access to what I am willing to share. I let him see the parts of me that are happy, and hide the black snake of anger and grief that sleeps coiled up in my belly. He knows nothing about the things I do when the world around me turns dark, and that snake raises its ugly head to make my insides churn and roil. 

	I mostly find relief in the water, and they think I’m sailing in my small dinghy, but I free dive until my lungs burn and my vision blurs, swim in the river where the current threatens to drag me down or climb the mountainsides on the shores south of Prosper. When I can’t be by the water, I skydive or base jump from the skyscrapers in the city. 

	The closer I get to the razor-sharp edge between success and disaster, the more I know I’m alive, and I have no desire to live, but I won’t end it. Not now and not ever. Suicide is nothing but a selfish form of escape, and I’ve promised myself that no matter how dark my world turns, I’ll never do to others what my mother has done to me.

	An accident, though… It would be unfortunate, but bearable for the ones around me.

	I smiled as I turned around to look at the narrow path that I’d followed up to the bluff, and the fence with the sign announcing that it was private property and access was prohibited, scanning the area for signs of people. Good, I thought. No one was around to stop me. 

	“Bird?” I asked.

	“Snow,” my friend answered immediately. 

	“Okay?” I asked. 

	“Let’s fly together,” the bird murmured. 

	I walked a few steps away from the edge and turned, took a deep breath and then another. 

	Then I ran. 

	As I jumped off the cliff, I stretched my arms out, and for a second it felt like I was floating in the air. Everything was empty, but I felt whole. For that fleeting moment, I felt complete. Then the bird shrieked, and I twisted my body around, diving straight into the cold water with adrenaline rushing through my veins. My osprey laughed, high-pitched and gleefully, as she dove next to me. When we slowed down, I turned my head and looked through the water at her. My face split up in a wild grin when our eyes met, and we shared a moment of pure, undiluted joy. If I could have laughed out loud, I would have. 

	Suddenly another, deeper sound rumbled through the water. I twisted around to see where it came from, worrying that it might be the undercurrents moving a rock or debris around, at the same time thinking that it sounded a little like laughter, but the only thing I could see were a few small fishes scurrying away.

	“Come,” my bird cajoled. “Need air. Come.”

	“Okay,” I replied, and we surfaced.

	I was wringing the water out of my long, black ponytail when a soft sound of an overturned stone rattled behind me and I turned. 

	“Dante?” I whispered although I knew immediately that it wasn’t him.

	The man walked toward me with the bright afternoon sun at his back, and he had the same build as my tall, muscular cousin. All resemblance ended there, though. This man was my age and had a mess of long dreadlocks tied back at the nape of his neck. His eyes were a clear, pale blue, and his skin a darker bronze than any tan Dante got in the summer. The grin he fired off at me was nothing like Dante’s polished smile.

	“You can call me that if you want to,” he said lazily.

	“Sorry, my mistake,” I said quickly because the way he looked at me made me uneasy.

	I had a pair of short tights and an equally tight, black tank top but I might just as well have worn nothing at all. His eyes were intense, piercing as if he registered every strand of hair and even the tiniest birthmarks on my body. When his gaze finally locked with mine, it felt as if he saw straight into my brain. As if he could read my mind.

	“That was some dive you did,” he murmured.

	I was about to protest and tell him that I hadn’t done anything when he turned away to look up toward the bluff.

	“Want to do it again?” he asked.

	I felt a smile curve my lips and answered without thinking.

	“Yeah.”

	“I’m Nick. Come on,” he said.

	We made a few jumps and then we sat down to talk long into the evening.

	That’s how it started.

	 

	“Snow, let’s go,” I heard someone say, and I jumped. 

	I’d been so lost in my memories that I’d forgotten that I wasn’t alone on the bluff. As I turned, I felt my mouth curve in a soft smile.

	“Be careful,” Jamie said and stretched a hand out toward me. “You could fall over the edge, and I’d be far up shitola-creek with Jinx then.”

	I smiled into his kind, gentle eyes, and followed him down the path, casting only a swift glance over my shoulder.

	Then I sighed silently. I’d be back another day.
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