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New Beginnings: Rie Sheridan

Buildi ne a Cat Hogan slumped over the kitchen table, both hands buried deep in
Thiee- LEE“L’:T i Stool tight black curls as she stared down into a cup of coffee that just matched
o her eyes.

“If looks could literally smolder, you’d have boiled that cup dry by now,”
her mother observed mildly, stacking away the last of the clean dishes
and sealing the cupboard. “What’s gotten into you now, Catharina?”

“That name, for one thing,” Cat growled, her deep, husky voice
incongruous emerging from her slight frame.

U reating Balance in Vour Writhng and . .
Other Tips You ought to be proud of it.” Her mother shrugged, tossing out the

dinner trash. “It has a long, honored history behind it.”
“It’s primeval, Mother! I sound like something out of nineteenth century Old Russia.”

“You are something out of nineteenth century Old Russia, dear. Maybe not personally—”
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“—but the family roots trace back to the Czars. Yeah, yeah. I know. But that ‘illustrious history’ nonsense
won’t make a micron of difference on that ship tomorrow. You and Dad will fit right in, and I'll still be low
man on the totem pole, to coin a phrase.”

“I'm afraid you can’t coin it, dear...it’s already a cliché but you can trot it out of the stable again if you like.”
Cat slammed to her feet. “Mother, you are impossible! And I still don’t see why I have to go on this stupid
trip anyway. I'm almost seventeen. I am perfectly capable of staying behind. If you and Dad want to go,

fine. But why can’t I stay home?”

“Because we leased the house for the duration of the trip. The tenants arrive in the morning. They are very
sweet people, but I don’t think they’ll want you brooding around in the corners like some kind of gargoyle.”

“Then I'll get my own place.”

“How much money have you saved?”

Cat flushed. “About two hundred. But I'll get a job!”

“It would take two or three to generate the kind of income you’d need,” her mother replied
unsympathetically, running a cloth over the kitchen counter. “But then, you’re young. You don’t need any
sleep.”

“Maybe you and Dad—” Cat mumbled, trailing off as her mother shook her head.

“Sorry. The economy just isn’t what it used to be. We sunk every cent we had into this trip. The rental on
the house will just cover its upkeep while we are gone. Nope. I guess you’ll just have to come along.”

Cat opened her mouth to frame a scathing reply, but couldn’t think of anything strong enough. Instead, she
stomped off to her bedroom and flung herself down on the bed, glaring at the boxes and travel cases that
stood in a neat row beside the door.

After a moment, there was a light rap on the door.

“Go away.”

Instead, the door opened, and her mother stepped into the room, carrying an old book in her hands like a
wounded bird.

“I wanted you to see this, Catharina. I think it might do you some good. This belonged to your great-great
grandmother. Be careful withit. The pages are very brittle.” She laid the book on the bed beside Cat and
left without another word.

Sullenly, Cat opened the front cover of the book, casually glancing down at the flyleaf. Her eyes widened in
surprise.

BEING THE JOURNAL OF CATHARINA TARINA ROSTIKOVA, AGE 14
BEGUN THIS EIGHTEENTH DAY OF APRIL, 1834



The writing was round and childish, but something about it tugged at her heart. She turned back the page
carefully and began to read:

It is a new beginning. I am writing in this journal to practice my English, because today Mama, Papa, Rudy
and I are leaving for America. We are sailing in a big ship, and will probably never return home. It is a sad
day, but it is also exciting. Heading forward into a new land with no certainty about what the future will
bring. It is an awesome thought....

Soon Cat was deeply engrossed in the trials and triumphs of fourteen-year-old Catharina and her younger
brother Rudy as they tried to fit in on a ship sailing for months to a new land. It was after 4 AM when she
finally closed the book and slipped it carefully into one of her travel cases. She stretched out on the bed for a
few hours sleep, sailing the ocean to a new world....

* * *

Later that day, settled into her tiny cabin on the out-bound Triton Base shuttle, Cat pulled out her tiny
compad and flipped up the screen. Staring out at the wide vista of stars framed by the viewport, she typed
into the keypad:

It is a new beginning....
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Thief of Dreams: Sheri L. McGathy

e SR Nerys sat her mount and watched as men beat the tall grass with long, flat

poles. Birds sprang forth, filling the air with the frenzied flurry of their
flapping wings. Beside her, the twang of a bowstring reached her ears,
followed closely by the zing of an arrow in flight.

"Got him," Gerard said, a grin spreading across his face as he brought his
bow down.

"

Twas a fine shot, indeed," Daimee said.

As her father's most trusted man, Daimee had been assigned the duty of
chaperon, going with her whenever she left the Keep. Nerys was grateful for

his presence, having no desire to be alone with Gerard.
"My lady, do you not agree?” Daimee asked, giving her his full attention.
Nerys mumbled, "Aye, indeed."

A young boy in service to Gerard ran forward through the tall grass and retrieved the fowl. Gerard whistled
once, drawing the attention of the master of the line. When Gerard twirled his hand in tight circles above
his head, the master shouted, "Up!” On his command, the men lifted their poles and trotted farther out into
the field away from the trees, then began to beat the grass again, moving in a line that angled away from
them.

She let her gaze drift from the hunt toward the skyline. There was a chill in the air, and the days had again
grown short. Samhain would soon be upon them, and the Wheel of the Year would be turned anew.

She sighed. A new beginning, yet my heart longs for the old.

Off to her right stood the grove of trees where she and Cody had seen the Faery Ring. The joy she'd once
known there was sullied by the sadness she now lived. A tear escaped her eye before she could stop it. She
wiped it away with her gloved hand.

A loud screech sounded above her, causing her to look up into the graying light of a fading day. A single
hawk soared overhead, gliding effortlessly on the breeze as it veered off toward the tree line. Beyond the
trees, in the distance, she heard the urgent baying of a pack of hounds on the run.

She watched the hawk's flight until it disappeared beyond the horizon. When she lowered her gaze, she
caught a sudden flash of white streaking through the deepening shadows within the wood. She followed the
movement. Asshe watched, it took shape and stepped free of the trees.



She gasped.

The animal lifted its regal head and sniffed the air, one slender leg pawing the ground in slow, deliberate
strokes. Itlooked directly at her, its antlered head tipping forward. Its eyeslocked with hers. Her breath
caught in her throat. In the depths of its dark stare, she recognized another soul as lost and as lonely as she.

"

"By the gods," Gerard whispered beside her. "Tis a white stag. Boy, an arrow, quickly."
The stag lowered its head, the gesture breaking the spell it held over her and allowing Gerard's words to
penetrate her dazed mind. She swung toward him just as he pulled back on the bowstring.

"Nay!" she screamed, shoving her hand against his arm. The arrow took flight, sailing skyward toward the
stag. Nerys watched its course, watched it arc up and sail true, straight toward the animal's heart. The stag
pranced backward just as the point came down, striking the ground mere inches from the beast.

The stag reared and stomped on the shaft, breaking it in two. Then, dippingits head in her direction, it spun
about, leapt forward into the dense cover of the trees, and disappeared into the shadows.

"How dare you spoil my shot!” Gerard raised his hand to strike her.

Daimee reached past Nerys and caught Gerard's wrist in midair. "Nay, sir. You will not touch her as long as
I be here to stop it."

Gerard yanked his arm free, wheeled his mount around, and rode toward the Keep.

"

"My lady," Daimee said, "'tis time we returned as well."

Nerys watched Gerard until his form faded into the dusk. The white stag's appearance had given her a
renewed sense of hope, its presence a simple reminder of what Cody had taught her. Wonder and true
magic could be found in the smallest things, if she would just open her eyes and really see. In her sadness,
she'd forgotten this.

A sense of peace enveloped her, and joy filled her for having spoiled Gerard's shot. For the first time in over
seven months, she allowed a genuine smile to warm her face.
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A Father’'s Hope : Judy Leigh Peters

Chapter One
New Orleans, Louisiana
August 14, 1945

The war was over. From the backseat of the taxi, Gabe Stefonelli gazed at
the crowds lining both sides of the street. Confetti fell from the office
buildings along the way. Fellows in uniform with their girlfriends formed a
conga line that snaked up and down the street. A wistful feeling overtook
him. He’d give almost anything to be in the middle of that group. But his
dancing days were over now. He glanced down at his prostheticleg. Little
had changed here in America, but much had changed in his life.

He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out the well-worn envelope,
glancing at the return address. She’d moved. He rubbed his eyes and
yawned. The cab pulled up in front of a brick building surrounded by a tall cast-iron fence. Inside the fence
yellow mums and white carnations surrounded a small fountain. He looked the building over as he handed
the lady cab driver a bill.

"Thanks for theride.” He opened the car door. As he stood up, dizziness engulfed him. He held on to the
door. "Whoa! Mixing that hurricane with beer wasn’ta great idea."

"You’re going to have one heck of a headache, soldier. Sure you don’t need some help getting up those
steps?" the cab driver asked.

"No, shish a piece of cake. Don’t need anyone to help me. You think 'm an invalid?"

"Of course not.” She glanced up at him. "You're not steady on your feet. That’sall I meant."

"Sorry I jumped on you."

"It’s okay. T'll wait a couple minutes before I take off.” She smiled. "Want to be sure you get inside."
“Thanks."

Gabe managed to get up the two steps to the building entrance. He searched the names on the mailbox. Just
his luck--Lynne’s apartment was on the third floor. He shifted his weight to his good leg as he tried to swing

open the heavy door. A man on his way out held it for him.

“Thanks. I'm still getting used to this new leg of mine.” He leaned on the cane. "It doesn’t always move the
way [ want it to."



"I bet. Thank God this war is over with. We owe you guys a lot.” He tipped his snap-brim- felt fedora, then
closed the door behind him.

Gabe turned and waved to the young woman driving the cab. She waved back as she pulled out into traffic.
The aroma of red beans and rice seeped out from under an apartment door, making his mouth water. His
stomach growled, reminding him he’d forgotten to eat supper. He’d been doing a lot of that lately. It
seemed like beer and pain pills had become his steady diet. But that was going to stop now.

The long winding staircase seemed to go on forever.

"Well, Stefonelli, get moving," he mumbled. By the time he worked his way to the second landing, he was
short of breath and sweat dripped down the side of his face. He wiped his forehead with his uniform sleeve.
"Lynne, it wouldn’t have hurt my feelings any if you got a ground-floor apartment.” He struggled up the
remaining flight of stairs, amazed when he finally reached the third-floor landing. Suddenly the hallway
tilted, the floor swirled. He grabbed the railing.

"Oh boy.” He tried to focus on the door in front of him. But it wasn’t easy when the floor kept moving like a
ship out to sea. "305, that’s the number I want.” He pounded on the door. "Hey, Lynne, it’s Gabe Stefonelli.
Open up!”

Nothing.

He pounded harder. "Please, I've come to see my daughter.” Another wave of motion caused him to grab
the doorframe, but his wet palms slipped. The next thing he knew he was falling. He landed hard, banging
his knee. For a few seconds, he just lay there. Pain shot up his thigh. Slowly he turned over on his back.
The hallway was really spinning now. He closed his eyes for a moment.

Well, you can’t just lay here, Stefonelli. Get up off your back. You don’t want Lynne to see you like this.

It took him a few minutes but he was finally able to pull himself up by grabbing the railing. He wiped sweat

from his chin. Taking the painkillers and chasing them with liquor had been stupid. Nothing was going to
stop the pain of his loss. He pounded harder. Why didn’t she answer the door?

Startled from her reverie, Angel Boucher raced toward the door. If all that infernal pounding didn’t stop, he
was going to wake up Christy.

"Will you stop that pounding--"

Flinging open the door, she gazed into chocolate brown eyes with golden specks, the same eyes that looked
back at her everyday. There was no mistake; he was her niece’s father.

Her heart raced as she focused on his handsome face. Lynne sure had good taste. Angel began to think
sending the letter had been a mistake. She’d had no right. Christy wasn’t her child. But the deed was done,
and she couldn’t change it now.



A door creaked open across the hall. "I'm sorry Mr. O’Leary. He’s had a little too much to drink," explained
Angel.

The disgruntled neighbor shook his head as he shut his door.
Angel turned back to her visitor. "There’s no need to shout. I'm not deaf."

"Sorry about that.” He gave her a cockeyed grin. "Your neighbor doesn’t have much of a sense of humor,
does he?"

"You woke him up. Not to mention the rest of the building."

"Look, I'm not feeling so great right now.” His faced paled, and he leaned heavily onto his cane. "Could I sit
down somewhere?"

The cane. He’d been injured.

"Of course! I'm sorry. Please come inside.” She stepped back so he could pass her. Slowly she shut the
door, her uneasiness growing. Maybe she shouldn’t have written him that letter.

"Thanks.” He moved unsteadily toward the davenport, dropping down on it. He laid the cane across his lap.
"I'm sorry I was so loud. It’s the liquor."

Her heart went out to him. If she’d known about his injury, she might have had second thoughts about
writing him. He was dealing with enough without the added responsibility of a child. He’d paid a high price
to secure the freedom that she and Christy were enjoying. She was beholden to him and so many like him.

She sat down in the floral easy chair across from him. "You never answered my last letter."

"When the letter came I was dealing with the loss of my leg.” He leaned his head back against the flowered
slipcover and closed his eyes. His face was drawn and pale.

“I'm so sorry.” She wasn’t sure what more to say so she remained quiet.

A couple of minutes later, Gabe opened his eyes. His gaze found Angel’s neckline, where she fingered a
heart-shaped locket on a delicate gold chain.

"I finally read my mail a few days ago," he said. "Learning I had a baby daughter was a shock. But I'm over
that now."

"You are?"
"The way I see it we have only one choice."
"And what is that?"

"We get married."



Her fingers stilled, then tightened against the locket. "Married?"

"Yes, as soon as possible.” The room began to swirl again as he closed his eyes against another bout of
dizziness.

"Oh no. No, I--I don’t think so.” She stood. "I think you’d better leave."

"Please, you can’t make me leave. Not until I see her. I've already lost so much. Are you going to take even
more from me?” He reached out as the blackness overtook him.

Angel reached for him. He was dead weight as she tried to ease his body down the davenport so she could
rest his head against the arm. Sweating from the effort of moving him, she paused to catch her breath. Her
hands trembled as she placed her fingers against the pulse in his neck. She felt the steady beat. "Thank
God."

Later, she paced the room. "I shouldn’t have written that letter. I can’t marry him."

She glanced down at him. He looked so uncomfortable with his tie choking his Adam’s apple. Leaning over
him, she unbuttoned his shirt and loosened his tie. He mumbled but didn’t wake up. She gently lifted his
head, putting a small pillow underneath.

For the first time she allowed herself to take a good look at him. His coal black hair was peppered with gray.
One unruly curl hung down on his forehead. She resisted the urge to pat the hair back in place. A waft of
Old Spice brought a vision of him with his shirt off. She quickly put the thought out of her mind. His
uniform shirt strained against his broad chest that led to a narrow waist.

Reaching across to the far end table, she turned the small fan so it blew on him. Now thathe’d regained
some of his color, his bronze skin had more of a rugged outdoor look. It was quite a contrast against his
black hair. Shelet out a sigh.

An anxious feeling crept over her. Her head felt like someone was playing a drum in it. What would Gabe
do when he learned that she wasn’t her twin sister, Lynne? Would he decide to take her niece away when he
learned how ill Lynne was? Maybe Angel should pretend, at least for the time being, until she had a chance
to talk to her sister. She hated deceit of any kind, but right now it seemed like the best thing to do.

Didn’t it?
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Fire Griffin:Jane Toombs
(Book 1 of The Far Darkness)

"We're supposed to beware of a haryu, but I don't know what one looks

fhe Far farkness like," Danny said. "Are they like shapeshifters? Or maybe vampires?

Fire Griffin

Seth sifted through Compadre's mind words to explain. "No, they don't
suck blood. And they can't really change shape, but they can conceal
themselves by creating a fog in a person’s mind so that they seem to be
something else, like maybe a tree."

"But if I did see one, what would it look like?"

"A troll.” Seth spoke, but the words were Compadre's.

¥ "Gross.” Danny sounded more excited than scared.
"Haryu," the word slipped into Danny's ears and then Kara was gone.

He knew she had to leave and that neither she nor Seth could come near again because the haryu would kill
them if it sensed where they were.

The door of the cage was open, but he squashed down the impulse to run after them. Seth had told him the
haryu wouldn't harm him any more than the larva would and he believed Seth. Never mind the poison. His
buddy wouldn't hurt him. It was scary, though, waiting for a troll to materialize near the cage.

He remembered a kid's story his mother used to read to him about the three Billy Goats Gruff. If goats could
outsmart a troll, maybe he could. With eyes adjusted to the darkness, he kept watch. Hadn't there only been
one garbage can by the fence near the gate? Now there were two. He swallowed. The troll?

He flinched when the garbage can moved, but he made no noise. Nor did he scream when it grew arms and
legs, a grotesque body and a misshapen head.

He figured he might have if it was light enough to see the troll really good. Did it really have horns? He
wasn't sure. The head lifted, as though trying to catch a scentand then the haryu padded toward the cage.
Danny watched it from the corner of his eye, not wanting to look directly at the monster. Even when it
poked that awful head--yes, with horns--into the cage, he kept his face turned away.

When he felt a shivery touch inside his head, Danny clenched his teeth and told himself Warf from Star
Trek was with him and he'd take care of that old troll like nothing. He conjured up a picture of Warf in his

mind, making believe the lion-man was really and truly in the cage.

The haryu snorted, withdrew his head and shambled away. Danny let go of Warf and turned to make sure
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the monster was gone. Seeing only one garbage can, he started to breathe a sigh of relief, cut short when he
noticed a bush growing next to the cage. There'd been no bush when Seth had put the cage in this spot. The
troll was watching him and the cage. If the larva came, the haryu would try to kill it in or out of the cage. He
had no way to prevent that. No kind of a weapon, not even a stick.

But maybe the troll couldn't be killed with a knife or a gun anyway.
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Fox Hollow: Libby McKinmer

Melissa’s head had cleared somewhat by the time they reached the small
an n nw downtown park. What Jackson chose to do was his business. She was nota
i party to his deception, or to the forgery and fraud he and Alice had
! b L ! . perpetrated. She knew it would take time for her anger and deep sense of
i betrayal to fade, but she decided to let go of as much as she was capable at
the moment. The sunshine and blue sky helped her find a measure of peace.

She kept Augie on lead and let him explore the trees and bushes to his
heart’s content, wandering at his pace and direction.

They’d been meandering for less than ten minutes when she realized there
were two men mimicking their every move. Since she was off the paths and
letting Augie chose their direction, it seemed unusual to her. The men

weren’t walking a dog, but were staying just a couple of dozen feet from
wherever she and her dog were.

She felt her palms begin to sweat and her heartbeat increased. As she looked around carefully, Melissa
discovered there were no other people close by. Without looking obvious, she began to work her way back
to the more populated part of the park. The men moved to cut her off. She swallowed convulsively and
tried to flank them. It didn’t work, and they approached her.

Augie stepped in front of her. She’d never heard him growl before, but she did now. He lowered his head
slightly and his ears flattened just a little. He rumbled deep in his throat. The men hesitated.

“He’s not very big,” said the shorter one. “The mutt can’t weigh more than forty pounds.” He took another
step.

Augie walked forward to meet him, legs stiff, and lips lifting away from his teeth. The growl was louder this
time.

“Tust kick him,” muttered the taller of the two. “Aim for his head.”

Augie broke into a flurry of angry barking as the two closed in on them. Melissa tried to back toward the
busier part of the park, but she was being forced into a treed area. As one of the men swung his foot at
Augie, Melissa flung the plastic bag of dog droppings she’d been carrying to drop in a designated park
receptacle. It hit him square in the chest and the plastic popped open.

“You little bitch,” he snarled. He reached for her and Augie launched himself, hitting the man in the middle
and knocking him off balance so he couldn’t get his hands on Melissa. Augie landed on his feet and kept
barking loudly, showing his teeth and snarling as the two crept ever closer.
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“Joe, go to the left and grab that slut.”
“I don’t want to get bit.”

“You grab her and I'll take care of the stupid, friggin” dog. Phil said to have her there by two-thirty,” said the
taller one.

Melissa’s stomach knotted. They’re Axelson’s men.

She and Augie were forced to retreat a couple more strides. She was just about to scream when a blur of
muscle and anger flew past her.

Rees hit the first man with one punch and knocked him to the ground. He turned to the other man who’d
pulled out a knife. Melissa called out a warning, but Rees’s feet were like pistons as he kicked the knife from
the thug’s hand, then clipped him under the chin with a roundhouse kick. The knife-man was completely
unconscious when he hit the ground with a thud.

While Rees had been busy with his cohort, the shorter thug had crawled out of range and clambered to his
feet. By the time Rees spun around again, he was running across the park. They watched him climb into a
black sedan with dark tinted windows. Its tires screeched as it tore away from the curb.

Rees looked down at the man on the ground and prodded him none-too-gently with his toe. He pulled out
his cell phone and hit a series of numbers. “Inspector Corson, please...Ty, I've disabled a man in the park
just south of the Scotia Towers. He attempted to assault my client...Walking her dog...She’s fine. Okay,
we’ll wait here ’til then.” He clicked off the phone.

Melissa felt the tremors begin in her lower legs. They spread quickly. “Thank you, Rees.” Her voice was no
more than a whisper. Augie nudged her and she reached down to pethim. “And thank you, Augie.”

Rees knelt beside Augie and gathered him into a bighug. “What a good boy,” he murmured. “I know it’s
not your nature to act like an attack dog, but you knew she was in danger, didn’t you?”

Augie let out a big sigh and licked Rees’ cheek.
“You're welcome.” Rees laughed and let go of the Keeshond.

Augie suddenly stiffened and spun, staring at the man on the ground. He was trying to move. He was
beginning to come around.

Rees strode over to him, pulled off his belt, and bound his hands behind him. “Can I borrow your belt,
Lissa?” She removed it and handed it to Rees who trussed up her assailant’s ankles. He smiled at her.
“Don’t worry. That’ll hold him until the police get here.”

Melissa was shivering as if it were a cold winter day. In fact, she could never remember being so cold. She
stared at Rees, teeth chattering, and reached out her hands, wordlessly. Rees stepped forward and took
them. She didn’t even know he was chafing her frozen skin until she looked down. She still had Augie’s
leash wrapped tightly around her left wrist.



“Come on,” he said, guiding her a few feet to a bench. “Let’s sit here. We can keep an eye on our mugger
over there and you can catch your breath.”
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Kevin O’Brien approached the front of Miller House Bed and Breakfast,
carefully stepping through the sand that might have once been a yard. He’d
seen better. Gingerbread trim hung loose or broken from the eaves.
Two-story porches wrapped around the front and sides of the house. The
weathered siding begged for paint. Winds from the nearby ocean had bent
the few trees and untrimmed shrubbery.

At aloss to explain why the sad house drew him, he stepped onto the plank
floor of the porch. A wooden swing with bright, red-checkered cushions

invited him to sit. He resisted, and walked the length of the porch toward
the entrance.
LITE ;b'ﬂ],",'lm el
He lifted his hand to ring the doorbell, but paused to admire the carved
inlay surrounding the beveled glass in the door. Compared to the rest of
the house’s exterior, the door was a treasure.

Kevin blinked. No longer examining the door, he stared into a pair of eyes rimmed with long, curled lashes.
Glints of sunlight danced across slate-blue irises. A soft fragrance, a mixture of vanilla and soap, teased his
nostrils.

"May I help you?"

Kevin’s gaze slid down the slender woman. Her hair, the color of cinnamon, cascaded over her shoulders in
disarray. Her delicate mouth curved into a smile as a gentle pink flushed her neck and face. A faint
sprinkling of freckles covered her cheeks and dainty, upturned nose. She wore no make-up, and none was
needed. Her beauty was natural, refreshing.

"Yes, I--" Simple sentence structure escaped him.
A quick glance downward revealed a firm, petite body dressed in blue shorts and a white knit top. Freckles
scattered on the exposed skin above her neckline hinted at freckles covering other body parts. Hmm. He

dragged his gaze from the swell of her breasts.

"I wonder if you might have a vacancy," he managed to say, forcing his eyes to focus on the woman’s face.
She must think 'm dazed. Well, wasn’t he?

"Sure," she said, opening the door wider. "Come on in.” She seemed to ignore his blatant staring, except for
her tell-tale flush.

He stepped into the foyer and looked around, unprepared for what he saw. The inside of Miller House had a
scrubbed, polished look. Hardwood floors gleamed from recent waxing. The fluted door jambs and
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decorative moldings appeared to be original. An antique sideboard stood at the bottom of the wide staircase,
set up as the registration desk.

"This is really beautiful.” He ran his hand along the oiled staircase railing and post. "What kind of wood is
this?"

The woman thumbed through a large book, probably the guest register. She looked up and smiled.
"Cypress. Everything in this house is made of cypress."

“Nice," he murmured. Grandfather Patrick, a career carpenter, would have appreciated the quality of the
cypress and the finishing work.

"How many nights?"
"Pardon me?"

She smiled again, and Kevin’s shoulders relaxed a fraction. An unfamiliar emotion surged through him, an
odd combination of comfort and tension. There was also a brief flicker of something more. Attraction?
Sexual awareness? Well, it had been a while...

"How many nights did you want to stay with us at Miller House?"

"Oh.” How many nights or weeks did he have? "Well, I guessI don’t know. What I mean is, do you have
monthly rates?"

"Monthly rates? Yes, of course. Let me see.” She pulled a small calculator from the drawer of the sideboard.
Holding her reddish curls away from her face with one hand, she stabbed numbers into the calculator with
the end of an ink pen.

While she computed prices, Kevin studied more of the house. He could see two large rooms, one on either
side of the foyer. The rooms had matching brick fireplaces graced with ornate wooden mantels. In the
dining room hung an elegant chandelier with dangling crystal prisms. Kevin wasn’t an expert in antiques,
but he knew enough to appreciate the rooms were suitably furnished.

His inspection was interrupted when the woman explained the rates, offering him a choice of rooms. He
tried to concentrate on the information but found himself distracted by her mouth. Her lips were a perfect
size and shape, a perfect rosy color. It was the first time he had noticed a woman’s lips since Paulina.
Paulina. The familiar tightening in his gut returned and he pulled his gaze away. Now wasn’t the time to
think about Paulina. He squeezed his eyes shut and inhaled deeply. As soon as he expelled the long breath
and opened his eyes, he saw the woman’s questioning look.

"Sir?"

"Sorry.” He smiled apologetically. "Long drive. I'd like your best room, one with a private bath, for at least
two months."

"Great.” She smiled again. He was immediately struck by the same feeling--what was it? For the first time



in two years a woman had piqued his interest. "A continental breakfast is served every morning, as well as
afternoon tea at four. That’s included in the price."

"Fine. I was hopingyou offered dinner...for a price, of course."

"Sure. We're flexible here at Miller House. I'll let you talk with Debbie, our master chef and baker. You can
run a tab for meals, if that’s all right."

"Great.” He eased his worn leather wallet from the hip pocket of his jeans and pulled out several bills.
"Here’s for two months’ lodging."

For a moment, the woman stood there, her smile gone. Had he said something wrong? When she shook her
head slightly and chuckled, her soft laughter spread over him like a balm.

"Forgive me," she said. "It’s...that is, people usually give me credit cards. Cash is fine, though.” She handed
him the book and pen. "Just fill out the registration, sir, and I'll show you to our best room. By the way, I'm
Beth Miller."

"Kevin O’Brien," he said, giving his name as he wrote it in the registration book.

"You’ll be in the front corner room, number two. You can see a small piece of the Atlantic Ocean from one
window and from the veranda.”

"Wow! An ocean view.” He turned his head toward Beth Miller and winked to let her know he was teasing.

Again, her pleasant smile illuminated her face. For a brief moment, he met her gaze. An uncomfortable
flutter clutched his stomach and he quickly looked away.

A slender blond woman with blue eyes and long, straight hair leaned against the doorjamb, rubbing her
hands on her apron. She pushed small wire-rimmed glasses against her straight nose and smiled. His
attention was drawn to her neck, where a leather strip sporting a peace symbol rested against her throat.

"Kevin O’Brien meet Debbie Miller," Beth said.
"You don’t want to shake my hand right now," she warned when he extended his hand. "I'm baking."
Bethany smiled. "Kevin wants dinners. He’ll be speaking with you later about his dietary needs."

Dietary needs? He frowned, suddenly reminded of doctors and hospitals. The last thing he wanted to worry
about was dietary needs. There hadn’t been alot he had felt like eating, anyway.

*

Kevin arranged his clothing in the drawers of the antique bureau, which was slick from a generous
application of lemon-scented polish. A small writing desk and chair filled the opposite corner of the room.
The high-ceilings, antique furniture, and throw rugs were cozy and pleasant, making him feel at home.

At home? Now, there was a concept.

He stood for a moment, surveying his surroundings. He had known, from the moment he pulled his car



into the coquina driveway, that this was the right place. This was where he should spend the little time he
had left.

He unpacked the Smith and Wesson revolver, turning it over slowly in his hand, then spinning the cylinder.
He put the weapon aside. For now. Scooping up his shaving kit, he carried it into the bathroom. Instead of
unpacking his toiletries, he continued his exploration.

A door beside the bed, he discovered, led to the balcony. He stepped outside in search of the small piece of
the Atlantic Ocean Beth Miller had promised him. The vast body of water spread for miles before fading
into the horizon. A peacefulness descended upon him, washing over him like the waves on the shoreline
below. Something had changed for him today. Maybe in stopping at Miller House he had finally done
something right.

Yes, this was the place. This was where he should die.
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Winning Chance: Betty Jo Schuler

Lori Hayes ripped the Fed Ex letter from the delivery woman's hands and
tore it open. Her keys slipped from her hand and clattered to the threshold
of her patio door as she clutched the handle for support. She read the words
aloud to make sure she'd read them right.

Wiﬁﬂfﬁg Chﬂﬁ&?

"Congratulations. You are a finalist in our Dream Date Contest, witha
chance to win your Dream Destiny."

The Fed Ex woman heaved a sigh. "Lucky you."

& h""" ; Lucky was right. Lucky to win a contest she'd never entered. This had to be

H Fiii ._f T Sr.:l Eer

some kind of scam or publicity hype, but Lori couldn't stop reading.

On Saturday June 24, you, and five other beautiful people, will receive a
complete makeover and be outfitted by a top designer before meeting--your
Dream Date. Two of the lucky couples matched on our TV show, will be treated to a lavish dinner date at the
Crystal Chandelier, with its breathtaking view of the Mississippi River. The luckiest pair, chosen as Infinite
Dreams' Dream Couple, will be whisked to a surprise locale for an unbelievable, never-to-be-forgotten
Dream Date. This same couple will have an opportunity to win--a Dream House built anywhere in the
continental United States."

"They've got to be kidding." The afternoon heat bore down on Lori's postage stamp patio, plastering

her gauze blouse to her aching shoulders. It was a slow business day and she'd chosen to clean the back room
of My Friend's Closet, her vintage clothing store. Now, her muscles were protesting. A massage...strong
fingers working magic between her shoulder blades, turning her spine to warm jelly...was a recurring fantasy
of hers, but she'd settle for a bathtub big enough to stretch out in. Soothing jets would be nice.

"Dream, dream, dream."

Lori fanned herself with the letter. She'd just arrived home at Willowisp Apartments, sweating the necessity
to buy a car, any car that ran, so long as it was cheap. Steeling herself to search the classified ads, she'd been
about to pick up the evening paper when bang; she was hit with this new dilemma. Dreams were a luxury
she couldn't afford. Picking up the paper and her keys, Lori stepped inside Apartment 4 and dropped both
on a table. She wiped beads of perspiration from her nose and shucked off her blouse to stand in front of the
living room fan. Her apartment lacked certain amenities, but it was her very own space. Freeing her skirt,
she watched it slide to the hardwood floor in a shimmering pool of lavender and gold that caught the sun's
bright rays.

She sighed as the oscillating fan fluttered the newspaper and she was faced with reality. Her dad said when
you bought a used vehicle; you bought someone else's trouble. She'd sold her car to help cover initial
business expense and six months wasn't enough time to recoup. She hadn't minded the occasional snows
that powdered southeastern Missouri in late winter. She loved walking the azalea-lined streets of suburban
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Eastview in early spring. But with late June temperatures soaring into the nineties, heat rose off the sidewalks
in waves. It made her cranky. Trekking twelve-blocks morning and evening had become a royal pain and
now, this!

Lori picked up the letter she'd received and slapped it down again. She hadn't entered a contest and didn't
need a new problem. The letter was a humongous error, but since...she checked the return address...W.L.
Graham at Infinite Dreams laid out cash to send her the news by Federal Express, she'd call and set him

straight. Her parents had taught her to be honest and considerate.

The receptionist put Lori through to W.L. who laughed heartily. "If you think our contest seems too good to
be true now, wait until you spend a weekend in an exotic location with the dream man we pick for you."

Weekend? That was some date. An exotic location sounded like it might require flying. She hated heights.
"You have the wrong woman," she told him for the second time. Even ifhe didn't, she wouldn't want this
oily-sounding man picking her date.

"Do you have red hair? And green eyes?"

"Yes, but--"

"And an outstanding figure?"

She gulped. The old lecher! "Ibeg your--"

"Born in Whiteland, Indiana, twenty-six years old. Right? No mistake, little lady. I'm holding your entry
form. You've stepped into a world of fantasy where you're about to become someone's Dream Date, and if

you're lucky, reach your Dream Destiny."

W.L. chuckled again. "You're in denial, but reality will set in soon, Ms. Hayes."
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Impatient Passion: Dee S. Knight

The beginning of another week stretched in front of Austin Gardner.

She looked forward to it much like she would a trip across the Mohave on
foot. With no shoes. Or water.

She knew it would be long and painful. Not only did she have to complete
work on the Morris account for her supervisor, Henry Wyatt, but she faced
umpteen meetings and, she had no doubt, at least a couple of run ins with
Henry along the way.

She poured a steaming cup of coffee, lightened it with cream and stirred in
two teaspoons of sugar before carrying it to her mother's bedroom.

Sarah Gardner, dazzling in a frilly, shocking pink bed jacket, was propped
up with several pillows against the headboard. Her head was topped with the pink satin hair cover that she
used every night. She was busy arranging her many bottles of pills on the nightstand within easy reach.

Austin set the cup down on the only free space on the bedside table she could find.
"Mother, I'll probably be home late tonight, but I'll bring dinner in, okay?"

"Well, I guess I don't have any choice, do I? What are you going to bring? How late will you be? You know I
can't eat too late."

Her petulant tone grated on Austin's nerves but she kept control as she watched her mother finish aligning
the bottles.

‘I know. I should be home by eight, at the latest and I'll pick up something from The Mandarin. I have a
project that has to be finished by Friday, and then next week should be easier on both of us. Is there anything
you need before I go? Ruthie should be here shortly."

Ruthie Myers was the housekeeper/sitter Austin had hired to stay with her mother so that she wouldn't be
alone all day. She was a pleasant woman with the patience of a saint, and she and Sarah enjoyed watching the
soaps and gossiping all day about what was going on in town, in the building, and in Ruthie's large family.

"No." Her mother sighed, and then said in a peevish tone, "Just try not to be too late. I can't eat late, you
know."

With some effort Austin kept her tone light. "I know. If I can get away sooner I will. I love you, Mother.
Have a good day."
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"I imagine it will be like every other day," she said, with a sniff. Then she found the remote to the television
and turned on the local morning news show.

Austin paused in the living room and took a longlook at the morning view of the San Francisco Bay. The
sun-dappled water was already broken by sailboats skimming across it, and the hills of Tiburon and
Sausalito caught the morning sunlight and shone like gold. She sighed as she reflected how her life had
changed over the last two years.

The death of her Uncle Dan had been a terrible shock. Her mother had the heart problem, but her uncle,
who had been as sweet and easygoing as her mother was difficult, had been the one to die of a heart attack.

Austin had loved him greatly, and his death, leaving her the sole caregiver for her mother, had taken her a
long time to adjust to. He left Austin a large sum of money and investments which allowed her to buy the
beautiful apartment she and her mother now shared, but it didn't make up for the loss of the man she'd
loved with all her heart.

Then, just after his death she was assigned the Sampson account.

Handling the intricate website design for a company like Sampson Financials had been a challenge, but her
concepts had been lauded by the client and won her three technology awards.

Before the Sampson account, she worked on her own with little interference from higher ups. She was given
an account and would happily settle in to develop what the client needed. In fact, reading between the lines
to determine what was needed and then incorporating features the client wanted, but hadn't quite known
how to express, was what had been apparent in the Sampson Financials web site, and had been her hallmark
ever since.

In two years she'd gone from a happy backbench employee to one in the spotlight and up for promotion to
supervisor. It was not something Austin had planned on, and not something she was sure she wanted. As the
supervisor's position loomed larger, her stress level, and, not coincidentally, her brushes with Henry,
increased. He not only disliked her presence on his team, he obviously didn't want her as a competitor for
higher positions.

With a resigned sigh, Austin picked up her backpack, slung her pocketbook over her shoulder and went out
the door. Ruthie was just letting herself in.

"Hi, Ruthie. I hope you have a good day. I'll be late getting home, but I'll bring something in, so don't bother
making dinner."

"Oh, okay, but you know how she likes to have her dinner early."

"I know, and she'll live. Thanks! Call if you need anything during the day." Austin waved and made her way
to the elevators.

Austin caught the Number Thirty bus at the stop directly across the street from her building. As she settled
into a seat, she mentally ticked off what she had left to do for the Morris site.



Henry would need a day to go over her work before he showed it to the clients, and she knew that he would
pick it apart looking for flaws. At least his pickiness kept her on her toes, but she could have done without
the additional pressure this week. In fact, part of the strain she felt didn't come from work, but from
personal stress.

On Saturday she turned thirty-five, and she was having a mini life-crisis. Pressure at work, her mother's
increasing difficulty, not having many friends to share things with, and the lack of a family of her own were
making her begin to wonder what was wrong with her.

As the bus made its starts and stops on the way to Union Square, Austin stopped thinking about her project
at work and took mental stock of herself.

Many people had told her how intelligent she was, and that she had a good personality with a sharp sense of
humor. Or at least I used to, she thought ruefully, wondering when she had last exhibited it.

She couldn't remember the last time she had gone out just to have fun and a few laughs. Maybe that was
something she should work on. She had a sense of adventure, but again, it was not something she'd exercised
in awhile. Really, since before her Uncle Dan died.

She sighed and concentrated on her physical attributes. She was no raving beauty, but she was fairly tall and
slender. What people described as "willowy." I have good posture, good teeth, and nice hair with no
dandruff, she thought with a smile. My hair is just ash blonde, but at least it's natural. "I'm not ugly."

At a startled glance from the man sitting beside her, she realized she had spoken out loud. "Sorry," she
murmured.

So, what was the problem? She sighed again. She'd had this conversation with herself several times in the
past few months, and hadn't come to any conclusion as to what to do. She knew she wasn't Jennifer Aniston,
but she didn't have any illusions about finding Brad Pitt, either. She just wanted a good man to hold her and
love her, and introduce her to those delicious mysteries of sex she'd been yearning for lately.

With the thought of her birthday looming ahead of her, Austin realized just how lonely she was. But she had
no idea what to do about it.

The morning crowds poured onto the bus as it pulled into North Beach, and Austin knew that soon she
would have to jockey for a position toward the door if she was going to squeeze off at her stop at Sutter and
Stockton. Crowding was the worst thing about riding this particular bus, but in San Francisco owninga car
was definitely a problem.

She felt a tingle run along her spine. One like a person gets when a disaster is about to strike. One she
associated with the company president, Tyler Birch. Usually it meant that he was nearby, but she assumed it
was just because she was ready to get off the bus near the office. One thing was certain, Tyler Birch was a
good man to stay away from, and her early warning system normally allowed her to avoid him.
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Blackout: Betty Sullivan-LaPierre

Hawkman shut down the computer, stretched his arms above his head

= . then twisted his shoulders back and forth. Sitting in front of the
), ‘ o | monitor for hours at his office on a Sunday afternoon made him feel
Jie l‘) ( AR stiffall over.
.
S

His gaze shifted to the entry. He could have sworn he heard a soft
v knock. Tilting his head, he listened. Sure enough, it sounded again.
He didn’t have any appointment scheduled for today, so who could this

faity Sullivan be?
Lﬂ Piﬂf?ﬂ Crossing the room, he grabbed the handle and threw open the door.
He peered down at a small black child about five or six years old. Her
big brown eyes twinkled under a mass of ebony ringlets framing her
face. Clutching a rag doll in her arms, she stared up at him with a big smile exposing several gaps in her
front teeth. “You must be Mr. Hawk Man. Grandpa said you had a boo boo on your eye.”

He stifled a grin and dropped to his haunches. “That’s right. What’s your name and what can I do for you?”

“m Amanda.” Then she turned and pointed down the stairs. “My Grandpa wants to talk to you, but he
can’t get up here.”

“I guess I better go down there then,” Hawkman said, closing the door behind him and following the little
girl.

She led him alongside the parking lot toward a large oak tree where a man as black as coal dust sat in a
rickety wheelchair protected by the shade. Tufts of curly white hair stuck out from underneath his worn
leather cowboy hat. He glanced up and grinned, holding out his hand as they approached. “Hawkman, you
son of a gun, how come you don’t get no older?”

Hawkman grabbed the man’s hand with both of his. “Jesse, you old buzzard, where’ve you been keeping
yourself? Haven’t seen you in ages. It’s good to see ya.” He then turned and patted the little girl’s shoulder.
“How’d you come by such a pretty little granddaughter?”

The old man shoved his hat back and scratched his head. Eyeing the little girl, he pushed his fingers into one
of the bib pockets of his overalls and pulled out a couple of dollars. He pointed toward one of the stores
next to Hawkman’s office. “Amanda, see that little shop over there?”

Her eyes glistening with anticipation, she whirled around and vigorously nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“You go do alittle shopping. Take your time, but don’t talk to no strangers and come straight back here
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when you’re through.”

“Okay, Grandpa. I promise I'll be real careful.” Grinning, she plopped her rag doll into his lap and grasped
the bills in her fist.

Jesse watched the child dash across the lot and disappear inside the store. Then he turned his focus back on
Hawkman. “I'm concerned about my daughter.”

“Is that Destiny’s little girl?” Hawkman asked, rubbing the back of his neck. “Somehow, I can’t picture her
being old enough to have a family.”

The old man moved the doll from his lap and propped it up beside him. “Yep, that’s Destiny’s baby. I didn’t
know what to do with a female child after my Rose died. ‘FraidI let the girl run wild. She got mixed up with
the wrong crowd and ended up pregnant. At least she had enough scruples not to have an abortion, but she
flat refused to give the child up for adoption. Said it was hers and she’d raise it. Well, I couldn’t argue with
that, so she’s been with me ever since. Fortunately, she shaped up. She’s a fine mother and gota good job.”
“So what’s the problem?” Hawkman asked.

“Everything was going okay until two nights ago.” He looked away.

“Yeah, go on.”

“She never came home from playing bingo.”
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February 1889
Hollisburg, Alabama

IN THE privacy of his inner office Sheriff Cooper Matthews leaned back in
his swivel chair, clasped his hands behind his head, and propped his booted
feet on his cluttered desk. He'd been up all night battling a brush fire and he
desperately needed a nap. He'd only just closed his eyes when he heard the
bell over the front door jingle, telling him that someone had come in. Cooper
listened without moving, praying that his deputy could handle whomever it
was. But it wasn't to be.

Sabral ot Hﬁf LR "Sheriff Matthews?"

Cooper opened one eye and scowled at the anxious, freckled face of his young
deputy. "What is it, Simmons?"

The lanky deputy stammered," T--There's somebody here to see you, sir."
"Who?"

"S--Said their name was Wheeler, sir. Said they come from Memphis."
"Can't you take care of it, Joe Bob? I'm dead tired ."

"Yessir, I know. And I tried, I swear I did, but Mr. Wheeler says he cain't talk to nobody but you--says it's
real important.”

Cooper sighed heavily, lifted his feet off the desk, and cursed under his breath. "All right. Tell him to have a
seat and I'll be out directly."

When his deputy returned to the front office, Cooper dragged himself from his chair, yawned, and stretched.
Damn, what did it take to get some rest around here? He was worn slap out. Cooper scratched his ribs and
shuffled over to the wash stand. There, he poured tepid water from the pitcher into a chipped bowl, splashed
his face, then dried it on an almost clean towel. Finally, he squinted into the cracked mirror hanging on the
wall, rubbed a spot of soot from his chin, and finger--combed his hair into place.

When Cooper walked into the front office, he spied a man he assumed was Wheeler and groaned inwardly.
From the looks of things, Mr. Wheeler's entire family was with him. Seated on a wooden bench beside the
timid--looking little man was a large, scowling woman holding a baby. Cooper supposed this was Wheeler's
wife, though the two were grossly mismatched. The woman was enormous, at least twice her husband's girth
and a head taller. He was surprised that two such dissimilar people ever got together. But there was little
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doubt that they did get together and quite often, judging from the infant in her arms and the six, stair--step
children lined along the bench.

Wanting to get the matter over and done, Cooper turned to the little man. "I'm Sheriff Matthews, Mr.
Wheeler. My deputy said you wanted to see me."

The man jumped to his feet as though he'd been shot from a cannon. Then, shifting nervously from one foot
to the other, he twisted and untwisted his sweat--stained hat. "Yessir, me and Mabel is movin' to Mo--bill, so
Mr. Atkinson, he give us some extry money to drop the chap off with you."

Cooper blinked in confusion. Chap? What in the hell was he talking about? "Who is Mr. Atkinson?"

"He's Miss Etta's lawyer up in Memphis. 'Fore Miss Etta up and died--rest her soul--she told Mr. Atkinson
what to do about the chap.”

Even more puzzled now, Cooper shook his head. "You've completely lost me, Mr. Wheeler. Who is Miss
Etta? What's this chap you mentioned? And, more important, what does any of this have to do with me?"

The bench groaned in what sounded like relief when the large woman heaved herself off it. Cooper watched
as she shifted the infant to her other arm and smacked Wheeler on the back of his head. The little man
ducked. "Ow, Mabel! You didn' have no cause to do that!"

"Sit down, Horace, and shut up.” She snorted in disgust. "I might'a knowed you'd get everthang mixed up."
She lumbered across the room until she was standing nose to nose with Cooper. "What my man wuz tryin' to
say, Sheriff, is that we wuz hired to brang yore young'un to you." And with those words, she shoved the baby
into Cooper's arms.

Flabbergasted, Cooper almost dropped the child. "Wait a minute!"

Mrs. Wheeler turned toward the bench and crooked her finger at one of the children. "Randy Lee, brang that
there poke you got and give it over to the Sheriff."

The tallest of the Wheeler children dragged a nearly--filled flour sack to Cooper. Feeling as if he were
trapped in some crazy dream, Cooper to made no move to take the sack from the boy. Randy Lee glanced at
his mother for direction, shrugged, and then dropped the sack at Cooper's feet before rejoining his brothers
and sisters. Immediately, Mabel Wheeler clapped her hands and shooed her family toward the door. "All
right, kids, y'all don't dawdle. We done what we come to do, so let's us get back on the road to Mo--bill."

The Wheelers had already begun filing out of his office before Cooper was able to find his voice. "Wait a
minute!" he croaked, urgently. "There has to be some mistake. I think you must have me confused with
someone else, ma'am, because this baby can't be mine."
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Sisters in Time: Ginger Simpson

Will Mariah and Taylor, catapulted by fate into eras far removed from

i 2 b their own, find a way back to their own time and husbands? In the
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Concerned with the safety of her children, Mariah glanced back and
repeated Frank’s warning. “Hold on, children! Hold on tight! Oh Frank...”

Her husband yanked on the reins. Even so, the horses continued their dangerous pace. Suddenly, the rear
wheels struck a huge boulder. The wagon careened into the air like a strand of straw floating on the wind.
Mariah felt herself catapulted from her seat.

Frank cradled her head in his lap and cleaned the bloody gash with water from the canteen. “Mariah!
Mariah...” He continued to call her name.

Prologue
Mariah - Colorado Territory—1872

Mariah sat on the front porch and watched her handsome husband, Frank, ride through the gate. The large
Rocking C, the ranch’s emblem, cast a shadow across his face as he rode beneath it. His slender, yet muscled,
thighs gripped the flanks of his huffing, black stallion and his hat was cocked rakishly to the side. He rode to
the barn, dismounted and handed the reins of his horse to one of the hired hands. Frank dusted himself off,
turned and walked to the porch.

“Good morning, sleepyhead.”

“Good morning. You were up bright and early. Would you like some breakfast?”

“No thanks. I already ate with the ranch hands, but... I might be interested in something else.”

Frank’s suggestive innuendo embarrassed Mariah, even after seventeen years of marriage. Just a wink of one
of his heavy lashed, blue eyes made her heart flutter, but her desire for lovemaking would never equal his.

She worried about Frank leaving her to find satisfaction in the arms of someone else. She loved being held by
him, but beyond that her inhibitions got in the way of letting herself feel free. Her mother had planted such



deep seeded inhibitions within Mariah that nudity made her uncomfortable. If only I could be as
comfortable with my body as Frank is with his. Would he be happier with someone else? He deserves a
woman with passion to equal his own.

“Mariah, did you hear me?” Frank asked.

“Oh, Frank, hush. The children will hear you.”

*

Taylor - Denver, Colorado—2002

Lost in thought, Taylor sat at her large mahogany desk and stared at the stacks of files before her. Did I even
remember to kiss David before I left? It seemed she was always in a hurry these days. Rushing to put on
make up, darting out the door, working late, and barely finding time for her husband. Something had to
change. She didn’t want a repeat of the argument she and David had had last night.

The thud of David’s fists on the dining room table echoed in her head. When David expressed his
frustration, her body trembled, much the same as the silverware had. She had never seen him so angry. His
words had cut through her like a knife.

“We’re like ships passing in the night. All we do is work, eat and sleep. You’re so busy with your job that
that’s all you think about. You don’t cook, you don’t clean... Good God, we only make love on your schedule,
never mine. Whatif I don’t want to wait five years to have children?”

The thought of having a child made Taylor shudder. I worked so hard to get where I am. I can’t give it up
now. But what about David? Doesn’t he have a right to have the family he wants? What if he isn’t willing to
hang around until I say the time is right?

If only there was a way to compromise. Taylor needed to make David a priority if she wanted to save her
marriage. She decided she’d leave work early, go home and make dinner. A few candles, a bottle of wine.
David would be pleasantly surprised.

She picked the most pressing files from her desk and threw them into her briefcase. I'll peruse these while I
cook dinner. She grabbed her suit jacket from the back of her chair, slung it over her shoulder, and was
almost to the door when the urgent buzzing of her intercom summoned her back. “Yes?”

Her secretary responded, “Ms. Morgan, Mr. Abernathy requests that you join him in the conference room
right away. The senior partners have called an emergency meeting.”

“T'll be right there.” Taylor dropped her briefcase back on the desk. Straightening her collar and smoothing
her skirt, she took a deep breath. Maybe tomorrow, David, maybe tomorrow.
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“You just try and throw me out of this cockroach infested
whorehouse.” Anna’s high-pitched shriek echoed through the
front door of the Hideaway Bar.

Kelly McWinter, in the act of stepping across the sill, stopped
mid-stride and cursed his luck. He’d agreed to meet bar owner
Cam Belsher for a couple of beers but if he’d known Anna was on
one of her rampages, he’d have turned Cam’s invitation down
flat. Gritting his teeth and preparing to face the inevitable, Kelly
strolled across to the bar. A cloud of thick blue smoke cloaked the
semi-dark room and Kelly aimed his eyes toward the sound of
Anna’s voice.

_] U D E AT J—< I N S “Cam’s got his hands full tonight,” Darlene, Cam’s barmaid,

stopped beside Kelly and pointed across the room to where a

scrawny little woman in an old black poncho had Cam backed as
far up against the pool table as he could get without settling his backside onto the felt.

“Sure looks that way,” Kelly agreed. “Bring me a cool one, will you? I've got a feeling I'm going to need a
couple of them.”

Turning back to watch the show, Kelly was just in time to catch Cam’s eye. “Help!” the desperate barman
mouthed a plea and with a resigned shrug, Kelly swung his leg off the barstool and headed across the room.

“What’s wrong with my best gal?” Kelly moved in front of Anna blocking her view of Cam.
“Stupid jackass says I can’t hold my whiskey.” Anna lifted her head and wobbled unsteadily.

“Whoa. Steady now.” Kelly reached out to catch her shoulders just as she lurched and landed flat against his
chest. Giggling, she tilted her head and gave him a drunken smile.

Kelly sighed and tightened his arm around her shoulders. He liked Anna a lot, even if she was a drunk. “Easy
now.”

He took her arm and steered her toward a table where Bubba Tate and Leroy Elliott were set up with one of
those giant bottles of whiskey that southerners refer to as Texas Mickies.

“How’s it going, boys?” Kelly nodded to Bubba and Leroy.
“Hey, Kelly!” Bubba grinned at Kelly and reached over to pull out a chair. “How ya doin’?”
“Not bad,” Kelly helped Anna into the chair and rested his arm along the backrest.

Bubba, a bow-legged, potbellied shorty with the face of a mischievous boy, pushed his cowboy hat back on
his forehead and pointed at the bottle. “Care for a shot?”

“Thanks, I'll pass but Anna could probably do with one,” Kelly picked up a glass and handed it across the
table. “I'm going over to have a chat with Cam, so how about you boys keep her company for a spell?”

“You bet!” Bubba grabbed the bottle. “She was sitting here with me’n Leroy before her and Cam got mixing
it up,” he said, pouring a healthy shot into Anna’s glass.

“Good!” Kelly patted Anna’s arm and turned away.
At the bar, Cam had his head bent over a sink full of soapsuds. “Time for a break,” Kelly shouted over the
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clamor of voices.

Cam grabbed the towel from around his neck and wiped his hands. “You bet,” he said, with a sigh of relief.
“This place has been nuts ever since the flea market closed and as you’ve noticed, Anna’s geared up for one
hell of a bender.”

“Why not let Darlene take over for awhile and we’ll go out on the patio.” Kelly nodded his head toward the
back of the room.

“Sure thing.” Cam walked down the bar to where Darlene stood chatting with a couple of the boys from
Eagle Mountain power station. “I'm going outside for a spell,” he said.

“Gotcha, boss.”

Cam grabbed a couple of longnecks out of the cooler and followed Kelly outside. The patio—added after his
folks retired—was Cam’s pride and joy. The fancy barbecue pit, charcoal smoker and raised platform stage
had been an instant hit and the row of outdoor booths flanking the stage allowed non-smokers like Kelly an
opportunity to join the fun while still preserving their lungs.

“So, what’s going on with you and Anna?” Kelly folded his long legs into one of the booths and accepted a
beer.

“Beats the hell out of me, Kelly. She’s been fit to chew nails ever since they came in from the flea market.”
Kelly frowned. “What did she mean by that crack about you throwing her out?”

Cam flushed and twisted the bottle between his fingers. “Aw, I wasn’t really gonna toss her,” he said. “I was
just tryin’ some damage control. You know how Anna is once she’s had a snootful. She came in the door
raisin’ hell with Bubba, even before she’d gotten at the whiskey. When she’s like that, it’s only a matter of
time before somebody lights the fuse and she explodes.”

Kelly sighed and shook his head. “Hopefully, Bubba and Leroy will keep her occupied for a while. In any
event, the way she’s pouring it back, she won’tlast long.”

Cam brushed his mop of sandy hair off his forehead and shook his head. “She’s a bit hard to take at times,”
he said. “But I'll give her another hour or two to party, then get Darlene to walk her home. She handles Anna
better thanI do.”

“I wonder,” Kelly said, his voice puzzled. “There was a little gal at the flea market earlier today who gotinto a
bit of a ruckus with Anna. Maybe that has something to do with the mood she’s in?”

“What kind of a ruckus?”

“Oh, nothing major. Just some gal who knocked Anna out of her chair. I wouldn’t have known anything
about it if the girl hadn’t caught my eye when she first came into the flea market.”

“A looker?”

“As a matter of fact, she was. But what got my attention was the way she edged into the flea market—almost
as if she was hiding from someone.”

“Oh, one of those flashy dames who always seem to spell trouble?”

“Nope. On the contrary, she looked more like she belonged over at Lake Country estates than at a flea
market—lots of class.”

“Weird! What would someone like that want with Anna?”

“It was spooky the way she darted in the front door and into the crowd, kinda like a fox with hounds on her
tail. She kept glancing over her shoulder and that made me curious since I was already on duty. I started
following her down the aisle but she spotted me and got the wind up.”

“Getting careless in your old age, Mr. Security Expert?”

Kelly laughed. “You know what it’s like on Saturday afternoons with the kids running up and down the



aisles and mom and pop keeping one eye on them and the other peeled for bargains. I tried not to be obvious
but I had to get close just to keep her in sight and that’s what spooked her. As soon as she realized I was
following her, she ducked into the refreshment stand.”

“Maybe she thought you were stalking her.”

“Nope. She came in the door watching her back. Anyway, I ducked behind Luis’ patio and watched her after
she went inside the refreshment stand. She darted into that little kitchen where Luis steams his tamales, then
ducked out again. I had a good view from where I stood, so I stayed put and kept my eye on her. She
watched the crowd for a while, looking for me probably, then she started edging up toward Anna’s stall.”
“Was anybody in the stall besides Anna?”

“Not at first but Bubba came along while the girl was watching. It was right after he showed up that she went

into her act.”

“It sounds more like you and Bubba set her off than Anna. Hell, she might’ve been an out-of-town collector
going to Anna’s stall on business. You gotta look at it from her point of view. First she spots this long, tall
country dude with a knowing look in his eye following her down the aisle and she no sooner ditches him
than she runs smack into a sawed-off shrimp with exactly the same kinda knowinglook in his eye.”

Kelly threw back his head and laughed. “Frankly, I'd be inclined to chalk it up to a bad case of the jitters if it
wasn’t for the way Anna acted after the whole thing was over.”

“How’s that?”

“Like I said, I was keeping my eye on her and when she started edging toward Anna’s stall, I decided to geta
little closer. I had just about reached the entrance when that gal took a flying leap across the aisle and
straight into the stall. Thopped on it then and made it to the door just in time to see Anna’s rocker tipping
ass over tea kettle dumping the girl face down on the floor and spilling Anna on top of her.”

“I bet that had Anna chewing nails.”

“That’s the funny part. The woman was out cold but Anna was okay. When I picked Anna up and dusted
her off, I expected she’d cuss that gal up one side and down the other but she never said a thing. Not one
single word. She just sat back down in that rocker, turned her eyes onto the girl and kept them there. I swear
to God, Cam, she acted just like she’d seen a ghost.”

“You figure Anna knows the girl?”

“Either that or there was something going on between them that I didn’t pick up on. The girl came around
while I was watching Anna and before I realized what was happening she’d taken off out the door and
disappeared into the crowd.”

“Strange,” Cam shook his head.

“Yeah, I know. There’s probably nothing to it but that girl’s got my curiosity piqued. I'm going to wait until
Bubba sobers up and see if he knows anything about her.”

“Good plan.” Cam nodded agreement. “By the way, where’d Jake get to?”
“Oh, he was off somewhere when I left—probably chasing squirrels again—so I came without him.”

Jake was Kelly’s dog, or as Kelly liked to put it, Jake was a dog and the question of who was master hadn’t
been decided. The black-and-tan German shepherd with one ragged ear and enough scars to show he’d been
around was all the family Kelly had now that his wife, Lynda and his mom were both dead.

Jake must have had his ESP turned on because Cam had no sooner asked about him than he came bounding
through the gate and up the steps of the patio.

“About time you put in an appearance.” Kelly reached out to stroke the dog’s head.

Jake slapped his tail against Kelly’s leg then walked over to shove his nose into Cam’s outstretched hand.



“He’s probably been out ridding the woods of dangerous squirrels,” Cam said, running an affectionate hand
along Jake ribs.

“I guess at least one of us needs to get some exercise.” Kelly unwound his six-foot frame from the booth and
stretched to loosen a few muscles.

“Well, I guess it’s time to get back to work,” Cam said, standing up beside Kelly. “Wish me luck with Anna.”
“It'd be nice if I could say things will probably settle down around here.” Kelly stepped over to the railing
and tilted his head to look up at the sky. “But it’s a full moon out there and I'm afraid it’s going to be one of
those nights.”

The two of them peered up through the pecan trees to where the moon—plump and rich in its
fullness—bathed the branches in gleaming silver.

“What is that old superstition about pale riders and moonlit nights?” Kelly grinned and closed his eye in a
teasing wink.

“Don’t even joke about stuff like that.” Cam shuddered and shook himself as if to ward off an evil eye.



Books We Love Page: http://www.bookswelove.net/ AMMANN.html
Author’s Website: http://www.lillieammann.com
Our Mail Network http://www.ourmailnet.com/upclose/infoproducts/research.asp

Stroke of Luck: Lillie Ammann

S‘rrn ke Of Luck Debbie Hunt rushed through the door of the chiropractor's office. The

receptionist nodded toward the exam room. "Dr. Smith is waiting for you.

Li[EiE Alﬂmaﬂﬂ He needs to leave the office at six o'clock exactly."
-

-4

"I know I'm a few minutes late. I was with a client and couldn't get away."
Debbie stepped into the exam room and sat on a small stool. "You have to
do something," she told the doctor. "This headache is awful."

Her head felt as if it were clamped in a vise. Pain bored into her skull like a
knife. Dr. Smith, his smock wrinkled, wiped his hands on a paper towel.
He ran his hands down her neck and shoulders to examine them. "You're

really tense and you've got a severe muscle spasm. I can fix you up with a
1. Simple manipulation, but it might be a little uncomfortable.”

"Just do it and get it over with." She felt totally stressed, but along with the stress came the exhilaration of the
business success that led to the tension.

She felt her head being jerked to one side and then the other. Suddenly her world turned upside down. She
couldn't be suspended from the ceiling with her head hanging down into the exam room, could she?
"Something's wrong. Help me!" Why didn't Dr. Smith do something? Why didn't he answer her? Heat
encompassed her body, but at the same time she felt chilled and shivering.

"Let's get you over on the table." The doctor's voice didn't reflect any panic or even concern.

"We have to do more than that! Something's terribly wrong!" Severe vomiting stopped Debbie from saying
anything else.

As she tried to stand to take the small step from the stool to the table, she fell face forward onto the table.
"I'm upside down. Please help me get right side up. My body's heavy.” Well, of course, her body was heavy.
Maybe not fat, but definitely overweight. But it had never felt so weighted down, a heavy pressure holding
her body, face down on the table. "I can't move it," she cried.

Dr. Smith didn't seem to hear her. He held a basin for her and placed cold towels on the back of her neck. "I
released some toxins into your system when I released the muscle spasm," he explained. "You'll be finein a
few minutes."

“I'm not going to be fine. I think I'm dying!"

Dr. Smith continued as if she hadn't spoken. "I think you have the flu. You should go home and get a good
night's sleep."



She begged him to help her, but he ignored her pleas and left the room. Soon, she heard him in the next
room.

"This is Dr. Smith. Are you Miss Hunt's secretary?" He must be on the phone, she thought. "She has the flu,
and she's dizzy," he continued. "Can someone take her home so she doesn't have to drive?

Couldn't the man see she couldn't move, much less drive? Why didn't he do something to help her?

It seemed like forever, but was probably only a few minutes, before two people hurried into the doctor's
office. Debbie couldn't focus her eyes to see who it was, but she recognized the voices of Tammy, her
administrative assistant, and Bob, who ran the installation department of her interior design company. She
tried to talk to them, but they, too, ignored her. She couldn't sit up or do anything to get their attention.

She was distantly aware of her employees holding a hasty, whispered conference at the door to the treatment
room. Bob said, "I don't buy this guy's theory that the flu's affected the balance in her ear. Look at her. Any
fool can see that something's seriously wrong. She can't talk-she can't sit up-all she can do is throw up. I'm
calling an ambulance."

The next few hours blurred in Debbie's mind. She felt herself being loaded on a stretcher and carried to an
ambulance. Panic overwhelmed her. Where were they taking her? What was wrong with her?

"Please tell me what's going on," she pleaded. After the paramedic put an oxygen mask over her face, he
hooked up monitors of some kind. The wail of a siren and blips and beeps of equipment created a
background for her jumbled thoughts. As lights flashed around and above her, she felt the ambulance lurch
forward.

Eventually, she couldn't begin to guess whether it was minutes or hours later, the vehicle screeched to an
abrupt stop. Someone jerked the doors open and pulled the stretcher toward the rear of the ambulance. A
bounce onto the ground, then a rush into a building. Voices, footsteps, machines. She couldn't see what was
happening around her. Being flat on her back and unable to raise herself up had something to do with the
problem, but what she could see above her was distorted and unfocused.

"Where am I? What's going on?" No one responded. Either she was in a Twilight Zone with the rudest
people in creation or no one could hear the words she formed in her mind. Finally, she was wheeled into a
cubicle and hooked up to machines. People swarmed around her bed, doing mysterious things to her body
and the equipment attached to it.

"Open your mouth. We've got to give you something to reduce your blood pressure." The voice came from a
weird white figure leaning over her. This Twilight Zone must have a hall of mirrors. The jerky image of the
nurse or whoever was talking was repeated four or five times.

She must have opened her mouth; she couldn't seem to feel anything. However, she did taste the bitterness
when something was squirted under her tongue.

During the lifetime she spent in that emergency room, she endured a multitude of X-rays. For every
examination, she was lifted from the stretcher by what seemed to be hordes of white figures and placed into
position on the table. Through the long hours she recognized a blood pressure cuff on her arm inflating and
deflating over and over again.



Most of all, she experienced overwhelming panic. No one answered when she tried to ask what was
happening. In fact, it seemed Debbie-the person-was totally ignored while a body that didn't seem to belong
to her was aggressively treated.

One word jumped out from the swirling conversations above her and imprinted itself on her brain-stroke.
She couldn't have had a stroke. She was only twenty-eight. Maybe she was a little overweight, but that didn't
mean she wasn't in good health. The only problem she had ever had was a migraine headache from time to
time. A migraine like the one that started all this. An excruciating headache, yes. But a stroke? No way.
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The Dark Riders: Howard Hopkins

i

The sun dripped into the horizon in a blood-colored blaze, bringing
death--and Dark Riders.

Scarlet fire stained the rippling ocean of buffalo grass and mesquite,
which spring had recently transformed from miles of topaz plains to
emerald graze. Scarlet faded to darkening hues of violet to shady blue.
With a glimmer all light vanished and shadows danced, concealing

creatures that slithered through the blades with whispers of sound. But
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it couldn't hide the far more deadly creatures who shunned the daylight

| and devoured souls.
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Haoward | 'f |.ij:}§f';=] 2 The inky maze of night brought an evil to the grassy sea of the Texas

r . Panhandle, an evil inhuman and cruel, calculating and directed. An evil
on horseback who had hungered for this moment in the soulless depths
of countless nights, dwelling on the time his revenge would begin.

An evil named Milus Clint.

Milus Clint sat his horse in a grassy swale, ten men reining to a halt to either side of him. He barely
acknowledged their presence, fixated on the elliptical spread of a ranch a mile distant. His cold buzzard eyes
surveyed the outbuildings: blacksmith, carpentry and storage sheds; a bunkhouse, flanked by a combination
cookhouse and dining hall; scattered corrals and holding pens for branding cattle; a windmill to pump water
to gravity pipes within the main house's attic.

A half-smile touched the remains of Clint's face. Eyes narrowing beneath a battered felt hat, his gaze locked
on the main house, a large building of planed boards and brick with a veranda running end to end, shaded
by cottonwoods. It was a solid house, fine and befitting a man of Clem Durrin's stature, and Milus Clint was
pleased.

It would make taking it away from the boy so much sweeter.

Murky sulfur light filtered from a window, swabbing the veranda and lawn with a sickly glow that melded
into darkness a few feet farther on. Milus Clint felt a twinge of yearning. It was one of the few forms of light
left to the likes of a man such as he: moonlight, firelight, a firefly sparkling in the velvet night, but never
sunlight. Never sunlight. And for that the boy would pay dearly.

Starting tonight.
Milus Clint laughed, an unnatural, strained sound that crawled up from the place inside where his soul used

to be. The other Riders, poised expectantly beside him, awaiting his word to strike, shot glances at one
another, knowing the foolish wisdom of disturbing Milus Clint when he took to these moods, when the
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darkness living inside him played with his thoughts.

A breeze stirred the grass, moonlight skittering within the blades, and plucked at the scraggly reddish-brown
locks that stuck out from beneath his hat. Milus lifted his head, letting the bone-glow of the moon wash over
his mottled features. His fingertips drifted over the scarred mass of flesh covering three-quarters of the left
side of his face. He traced the gristly peaks and deep depressions. Inside him fury burned at the thought of it.
Beneath the lizardy hide studded with clumps of bristle, throbbed the memory, and he swore he still felt the
lead embedded within his brains ache. He knew it was impossible, but he felt it all the same. And recollected
who had put it there.

His eyes grew colder, more distant, the hunger-frozen orbs of a creature of prey, devoid of sympathy or
remorse or anything else remotely human. For an instant his eyes darkened, a sheet of blackness sliding
across them, jagged flashes of blue-black arcing like obsidian lightning within.

"Milus?" asked Emmet, the Rider closest to him. "Shouldn't we be gettin' on with it? You wanna strike a'fore

that kid gets back we best move now."

"Yeah." Milus nodded, blackness draining from his eyes as his gaze lowered back to the ranch. "Yeah, best we
had."
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= ll' [T At sixteen, my big sister Aloysia looked like the painted goddesses who reclined

( 1\, r :',I.lI A voluptuously above our heads on the ceiling of the opera house. Like them, she

was blonde, rosy, round breasted, and narrow waisted. Although she didn’t fall
in love with Mozart, as both he and my parents so ardently wished, I did.

It happened because Papa staunchly maintained that no matter how tight things
were, we could, “Always spare a little beer and some of Jo’s fine liver dumplings.”
He was forever bringing home traveling musicians from the court, absolutely
certain that one of these fellows would be useful. Mama never believed his
hospitality would yield anything to our advantage, but this peccadillo was the
only one my father owned.

Some of our guests were famous, most were not. All, however, had exciting stories to tell about the great
courts they’d seen and famous performers they’d heard. Besides, once they set eyes on Aloysia, they were
glad to spend an evening giving impromptu lessons.

The most notable wanderer Papa brought home was Wolfgang Mozart. He had stopped at the Mannheim
court on his way to Paris. After composing a piece for one of our noblemen, Herr Mozart had required a
copyist.

He was, naturally, directed to my Papa, whose desperation was such that he took on every kind of odd job.
Of course, Papa knew of him; this “miracle of nature” who’d been entertaining kings since his sixth year.

After the copying job was done, Papa took the pay he’d just been given and invited the famous Herr Mozart
to The Ox. After downing a stein of our justly famous beer, they would harmonize on a familiar tune—the
treachery of the nobility. It quickly became apparent that our families had much in common.

The story of Papa’s fall, without the questionable details with which Mama liked to embellish it, was central.
Years ago, as a bailiff for Baron Schonau, Papa had provided handsomely for his growing family.

His master, finding him compliant (what poor man with four daughters to dower is not?) involved him in a
crooked business deal. When the deal went bad, Schonau had the perfect scapegoat. In the end, we had to
flee the baron’s lands in the middle of the night to escape arrest.

On horseback, Papa decoyed the pursuing politzei away, while Mama and the rest of us were driven across
the border of the electorate in a farm wagon. Under the hay was hidden our klavier and a wardrobe; the
latter stuffed with a random collection of whatever had come first to hand.

Mozart listened to this story of betrayal and ruin with great sympathy. He hated his master, Archbishop
Colloredo, as thoroughly as Papa hated Baron Schonau. Mozart explained that his father, an educated man
and an able musician, was constantly humiliated and bullied by the archbishop. In fact, Wolfgang was in
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Mannheim because he had resigned his commission and was traveling through the world looking for
another.

Archbishop Colloredo was Mozart’s devil and Baron Schonau was Papa’s. They called for more beer and
pondered the great question of the day: whether a talented, hardworking man could make his way in a world
dominated by aristocratic privilege.

“Would you share my table some evening, Herr Mozart?” asked Papa. “Nothing special, of course. Only
what a poor, unlucky German can offer. But my oldest girl cooks like an angel and my beautiful Aloysia, just
sixteen, Herr Mozart, sings like one.”

Papa had sized up his companion well. Such an invitation, a combination of earthly and musical pleasure,
proved absolutely irresistible.

For days before the visit, Papa primed us. Herr Mozart was young, but he had already been commissioned to
write operas for the most important Italian cities.

To honor his guest, Papa found copies of two arias from Lucio Silla, an opera Mozart had written five or six
years earlier, and set Aloysia to practice them. Unfortunately for us, they were both bravura arias, written for
a prima donna who loved to display not only the power of her voice, but a three-octave range. Aloysia was so
diligent that our ears rang, and the neighbors kept coming around to complain.

On the day which was to prove so fateful for me, Josepha was excused from cooking and I from sewing; such
was our division of labor. Fat Josepha cooked, beautiful Aloysia sang, and I, curly-headed, chubby
Konstanze, sewed. Sophie, the baby, belonged to Mother, and waited only upon her.

In those days, I imagined my task the most rewarding. For what happened to the fruit of my sisters’ long
labor? The cook’s delicious dinner disappeared into someone’s gullet and the singer’s aria vanished into thin

air. On the other hand, a nicely embroidered petticoat or shirt gives pleasure again and again.

I've always had an impulse to practicality. As the third daughter, my life was full of hand-me-downs. How
else to get clothes that fit?

“Herr Mozart mustn’t see you doing servant’s work,” said Mama.

“Oh, Mama,” I fretted.”Why do we always have to pretend we’re better off than we are?” That day I had been
sewing a badly needed petticoat for myself.

“Why don’t you do embroidery, darling? That always looks genteel.”

Her favorite word! Nevertheless, the afternoon would be easier to endure with busy hands. From beneath a
pile of mending, I dug out a hoop of long neglected petit point.

No sooner had I settled down with it than Herr Mozart, surprisingly diminutive and wearing a jacket stiff
with the most exotic French needlework I'd ever seen, arrived at the door. I'll confess my eye dwelt upon the

lavishly ornamented jacket for a long time before I gave as much as a second look to the man inside.

Slender, boyish, and short, Herr Mozart looked nowhere near his twenty-one years. To me, Papa’s little



mousekin (or, in Jo’s nastier parlance, “the runt”) our visitor’s lack of size was rather intriguing.

His eyes were the feature, however, which finally seized and held my attention. They were the largest, most
luminous, sky-blue eyes I'd ever seen. They shone with alert good humor.

I liked his hair, too--a curly blonde mop which had already begun an escape from his queue. As you’d expect
in a klavier player, his hands were shapely and restless. He kept fidgeting with his tricorn, turning it ‘round
and 'round.

Aloysia had on her best dress, a peach satin that perfectly complimented the bloom in her cheeks. Our maid,
Marie, had spent an hour brushing Aloysia’s hair, drawing the chestnut strands over a cushion to give it
extra height.

Men had already drowned in my sister’s eyes, but she was far too good for any of them. Too good especially
for the young musikers of the orchestra who continuously besieged her with flowers, painted ribbons, and
necklaces. Broken hearts littered our small garden; the place where she disposed of all such importunate
suitors.

As Herr Mozart bent over Aloysia’s hand, I saw his blue eyes lift and fasten upon the bow ornamenting her
bosom. At once I knew that, world-famous wunderkind or not, he was going to be as big a fool as all the
others.
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Butterfly House: Terry Sheils

BUTTERFLY HOUSE FeN@:Re\FNA Ry

The Butterfly House held its breath and every nerve-ending in every
timber became alert, trying to sense the slightest movement within. It
was almost sure that, just now - which, for the house, it always was -
while it was drowsing, it had sensed something moving about on its
. second floor. It knew that the man, growing less careful as the tedium
of his inertia in time preyed on his mind, had taken to wandering out
of his sanctuary occasionally...particularly late at night when the

=i f OB House was often comatose. And one of these nights, it would trap
oyt & him and destroy him.
Tb SHEILS All of the House's senses were alive now; every windowed eye peered
inwards, scanning the dusty rooms; every floorboard tensed until it
ached, trying to discern a footfall; every wainscot sniffed its room for the spoor of the man. But there was
nothing new. Only the faintest trace of perfume left behind by the woman.

The woman was no problem. Her mind was in the House's total control and would be until she was
swallowed into the Vast Unknowable. But the man was an unwanted impingement upon the House's

sovereignty over the Inexpressible. He must be destroyed.

However, if the man had been there, he was gone again now. Gradually, the House relaxed and allowed its
sensors to rest.

After all, it sighed softly, it had all the time in the world. It could wait until its last occupant, finally driven
mad by his isolation in time, ventured more recklessly out of his sanctuary at a moment when the House was
ready for him. And then it would destroy him, as it had destroyed all other failed acolytes.

And it would be alone at last.

Of course, the House was aware of the "For Sale" sign posted by its gate. But no one would buy a place so
widely known to be haunted or, if someone were really that foolhardy, then it would drive him away, or
destroy him too.

So, for the time being, which it always was for the house, the Butterfly House would simply wait.

Time was on its side.
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Waiting For An Eclipse: Karen Wiesner

Book 2 of the Wounded Warriors Series

SUNLIGHT SEEMED TO pull him into its spotlight as he emerged from the

DeSmet Building. Steve Thomas did what he’d done for at least half of his life:

W‘ 9 i l i n o Stopped, squinted, slipped on his shades and avoided the bright rays. His gaze
'_" s ] traveled to the building across from the one he’d just left. The Drug Crisis

3 e !’ an Center shared the parking lot with the DeSmet Building, and, right on time,

Ecli pse Kristina Ingram pushed open a glass door and came out, searching and

finding him. Her welcoming smile, even a hundred yards away, was as bright

Karen Wiesner

as the sunlight. He found himself soaking it up gratefully after the day he’d
had.

For the past five years since she’d come to work at the Center as a counselor,
they’d had this same ritual. Somehow, though his schedule was different most
days and erratic at best, she left work at the exact time he did each day.

Steve relaxed, returned her smile as they came toward each other. Her hair, the color of cherry wood, was
caught up behind her neck in a bun that was rapidly losing form. As the wind caught the loose strands, he
remembered what it looked like down and free. She’s got a really nice neck. He found himselflaughing
inside at the crazy thought. It felt good to laugh, even to himself.

“You did it!” she exclaimed when they were only a foot apart. “Congratulations! 'm so proud of you,
Steve...I mean ‘Associate Professor.”

Steve didn’t bother to wonder how she’d found out. Kristina seemed to know everything going on at Eisner
University.

“Thanks. If I had to go through one more committee....” He’d had his share of congratulations today for
getting tenure and making Associate Professor status. Also his share, maybe more than his share, of
mean-spirited teasing and ridicule wrapped in false sincerity either behind his back or to his face. Some of
his peers at the college called him “the scholar,” and not fondly. They assumed he was trying to be the pet
among the elders. The truth of the matter was, college, getting his master’s, his Ph.D., and now tenure as he
worked toward full professorship was all that’d kept him sane for the past thirteen years.

Thirteen years—sounded like so little when it felt like forever. Being here was where he avoided stress. Here
he could fill the hours of his day, away from the loneliness, the silence, the problems. The black hole of
emptiness sucked him in whenever he left here. But his colleagues wouldn’t understand that because all they
saw was that he made them look bad or he took what they thought they deserved. He didn’t care to disclose
the truth for most of them either.

“What was the reaction?” she asked because she knew about the rivalry that he didn’t encourage, let alone
get involved in.



He shrugged, but she seemed to realize he’d had a tough day because of it. “They’re just jealous, you know,”
she said, a mischievous twinkle in her eye as she brushed a strand of her hair off of her lips. “You wear
leather while they wear wool with reinforced plaid sleeves.” She touched the sleeve of the light, straight-cut,
leather jacket he wore over black jeans and a dark T-shirt.

Steve laughed at the realistic parallel. He’d never fit in with the dress code and never tried. Most of his
colleagues did it because it was an obvious way to get in the good graces of the executive committee.

Surprising him, Kristina stepped forward and hugged him. He almost dropped his briefcase he was so
unsure of himself in the position, but then she backed off and smiled at him again. “Have you got time
tonight to go out for a celebration glass of champagne? My treat.”

They’d never been in a social situation before—outside of a quick lunch or soda at one of the restaurants
nearby the campus. She had no way of knowing he didn’t drink alcohol, even if she might know why he
didn’t. Why did that strike him as unusual? There was no reason he’d see Kristina outside the campus.

He shook his head immediately. “I can’t. Too much to do. Thanks for asking though.”

Her obvious disappointment almost had him wishing he could say yes. She knew anyway. She knew why he
couldn’t and didn’t push it. They left the sidewalk for the parking lot. After she unlocked the door of her car,
he opened it for her. “See you tomorrow,” she said softly. “Do something for yourself tonight. All right?”

Steve nodded and got the feeling she understood the impossibility of that from the concerned look in her
eyes. ““Night, Kristina.”

She smiled, and he remembered the sunlight when he’d come out of the music building. Her smile was like
that. Blinding. Revealing. Only he didn’t want to avoid it. Sometimes he wished he could stay, where she was,
where things weren’t complicated or stressful. It wasn’t fair to think she was the only sunshine in his life. Not
at all. But he thought it anyway.

After shutting her door, he walked toward his car, turning to wave at her as she drove past him out of the lot.
Sighing, he got into his car, remembered her comment about the wool sweaters and laughed.

The memory of her hug returned. Just a friendship hug. Warm friendship hug. Body to body. The laughter
dried up and made his throat feel cramped with emotion. Confusion and straight-out fear gripped him.

No. Hell, he had to think about getting dinner ready. Doing dishes. Helping Val with her homework.
Laundry needed to be done. Then getting Val to fall asleep, to stay asleep for a while anyway, just until there
were no monsters or nightmares to wake her. Only then would he have time to do the work he brought
home every night. None of those tasks got into his wife because he couldn’t predict her.

A few minutes later, he was on the freeway and leaving Brookfield. He lived in Greenfield on the southwest
side of Milwaukee. Ironic, he often thought driving home, that his family lived in such suburbia.

The closer he got to home, the more his stomach clenched. He lived in a good neighborhood, in a solid,
two-story bungalow. It was about the only thing about his personal life that was.

As soon as he turned the corner down the street he lived on, he knew something was wrong. Evangeline, the
nanny who worked for them, picked up and stayed with the kids after school every day, wasn’t there. Her car



wasn’t in its usual spot—parked on the street in front of the house. That meant his wife Jess had to be home.
She’d come home and sent Evangeline away. The fact that no one had paged him didn’t make him feel any
more relieved.

Every light in the house was on. The front door stood open. Music spilled out into the street like a live band
rehearsed in their garage.

Steve didn’t bother pulling into the garage. He didn’t take his briefcase. He parked on the garage approach
on a slant and jumped out of the car. As soon as he ran up the porch steps, he saw his eight-year-old
daughter huddled in the corner crying.

His teeth clenched as he picked Valerie up and held her tight against him. Now what, Jess? Now what,
dammit?

He didn’t want to go inside the house, almost as much as Val didn’t, when he took the steps toward the
screen door. “Please, Daddy, I don’t want go inside. Let me stay here,” begged Val.

If not for the chill in the September air, her thin shirt and alarming frailness, he would have let her stay
outside.

“Val, baby, where’re your brothers? Is Ronnie still at football practice?”
Her face red, pinched, and miserable, she nodded. “Tom’s at Aaron’s.”

When Steve opened the screen door, Valerie huddled her face into his shoulder and he barely heard her
whisper, “I hate her, Daddy.”

He increased the pressure of his arms and prayed he hadn’t heard her right or that it was the wind.
Regardless of whether she’d voiced it, he knew the truth he didn’t want to face.

The stereo in the living room was the one blaring, and he slammed the button to get it to shut up. In the
silence, he knew Jess wasn’t downstairs. She’d come home, told Evangeline to get out, turned on the stereo to
block out the silence and went to their bedroom. Left the kids alone again.

“Go in your room and close the door, baby,” Steve said softly on the landing upstairs. Val did it withouta
moment’s hesitation. Then he turned toward the closed door of his bedroom.

From outside, he heard the screech of tires in front of the house. One of Ronnie’s much older friends
dropping him off. Just in time, too.

Steve shoved open the bedroom door, wondering almost inappropriately why she never locked it. Or didn’t
she think she had anything to hide? Hell.

Inside his bedroom, he saw exactly what he expected to see: his wife lying naked in their bed next to another
man. A needle was stuck in her arm and she wasn’t moving. Even when Steve said her name, she didn’t stir.
All the rage and fear and humiliation crumbled inside his head, yet Steve acted by rote. He checked her pulse
and found it slow, erratic, barely there.



Behind him, he heard his son, a twelve-year-old boy with the eyes of an old man, swear. Steve covered Jess
before turning to Ronnie and saying with the last vestige of his control, “Call an ambulance.”
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Angelos: Robina Williams

.&Fﬁ ELOS The Minotaur landed with a thump that knocked the breath out

‘-

e of him, and sprawled headlong. Dazed by his sudden, and

painful, transfer to a new environment, he lay on the ground
for a few moments then bellowed angrily. He'd a splitting
headache, after having had a rock drop on his head. He'd nearly
been set on fire by being flung through air that was red-hot, and
now here he was... well, where was he?

Moving slowly, cautiously, so as not to attract attention should
anyone be around, the Minotaur lifted himself up on one elbow
and snuck a look around. He appeared to be in a room of some

0 BIH & ' sort, but he didn't recognise any of his surroundings. Where on
R earth was he? Was he still on earth? Was he under the earth?
Had he died from the blow to his head when the roof had caved
in? Was he in the Underworld now? Didn't seem like the Underworld, somehow, although there was

admittedly quite a musty smell.

He passed a shaking hand over his bristly brow. Gods, he felt as if his head was cracking. Carefully, he ran
his hand over his horns. They didn't seem to be broken. That was a blessing. What was this, though?
Between his horns his fingers felt a lump. It hurt. He explored it gently. It was damp, as if the skin had been
broken and he'd bled. Oh dear, he wasn't at all keen on blood. It was a real effort to eat all those young
Athenians they kept sending him. He really didn't like eating people. Fruit and nuts and honey and fresh
bread were much nicer.

Fortunately, he'd managed to get the tribute spread out from one year to three and now to nine. He just
didn't like the taste of human flesh -- give him apples and plums and cherries and olives and walnuts any
time, and chestnuts when they were in season, mmm. Still, it had to be done -- the king had decreed it, and
what Minos said, went, even though he was his stepfather. It was quite an ordeal, though. The only way he
could manage it was to exile himself to the far room, forsaking his comfy couch and his table and chair and
his engraved goblet, bed down on the straw and try to pretend he was a wild animal. He got them down
eventually with swigs of water from the big bowl he kept by the doorway. It was hard-going, though, and he
was always glad when he'd swallowed the last mouthful. Human flesh, ugh. The blood, he offered to the
gods. They liked that sort of thing.

The Minotaur lay where he was for a considerable time, thinking about his life and his labyrinth, and
decided that he was probably still alive after all. This just didn't feel like death -- though, of course, he didn't
know what death felt like. This felt like he'd had a crack on the head -- a painful crack on the head -- and
had, as a consequence of it, been catapulted off somewhere by the impact. Where? And why? Why should a
rockfall have shot him out of his nice cosy labyrinth, the passages of which he knew like the back of his
hand?


http://www.robinawilliams.com

His labyrinth might not be everyone's idea of home, but it was his. He liked it. And now he'd been forcibly
taken out of it. Had he offended the gods? If so, which, and how? What had he done to deserve this sudden
and violent expulsion from his home? He reflected on his recent behaviour but could find no reason for this
harsh treatment. He lived quietly enough, carrying out his sacrificial rites -- with vegetarian ingredients, of
course, for he couldn't be doing with all that blood-letting, especially when it was the blood of poor
blameless bulls, though he always offered up the blood of the Athenians when the time of their tribute came
round.

He prayed to the gods and especially to his grandfather, Helios of the life-giving rays. Funny to think you'd
got the Sun for a grandfather when you lived in the perpetual twilight of a labyrinth. He found the rays from
his grandfather's dazzling crown altogether too bright for his eyes when he went to the outer door to get his
supplies of food and wine from the king's servants and was always glad to get back into the shade.

The Minotaur thought and thought, but couldn't imagine whom he'd offended. He'd carried out his duties to
the divinities, even offering prayers and making libations to Poseidon, who'd sent the snowy-white bull that
had got his mum into trouble. He'd done his duty by the gods, and he'd done his duty by his fellowmen...
er... his fellow-bulls...er... well, he'd done his duty, anyway.

He hadn't eaten or even seriously frightened anyone (apart, of course, from the Athenian tribute and that
had been as much a tribulation to him as to them... well almost, and what was he supposed to do with all
those bones -- make soup?), though he'd had a few complaints about his bellowing when he'd been near the
outer door or one of the window openings. He'd taken his food and wine politely, without snatching, from
the royal servants who'd brought them on the orders of King Minos -- who admitted he felt bad about the
situation, seeing as how he'd caused it in the first place -- and he'd invited Daedalus in for a chat and a look
round when he'd called by.

Really, he'd been surprisingly nice to the chap, considering the trouble he'd caused by building that
contraption for his mother. Clever fellow, that Daedalus, though not quite clever enough to remember the
way out of a labyrinth he'd designed himself. The Minotaur smiled without malice as he remembered the
architect's embarrassment at having to be shown the way out.

No, the Minotaur couldn't think of any reason for his suddenly being ejected from his home like that. Was
he still at Knossos? Was he even on Crete at all? He looked around him. He seemed to be in a room of some
sort. It was a very small room. He put out a hand and touched the surface on which he was resting. Strange,
it seemed to be of wood. He was lying on a wooden floor somewhere. He ran the palm of his hand across a
floorboard, then, alarmed at the rough texture, withdrew the hand abruptly, fearing he might get a splinter
in his skin. He scratched the bristles on his forehead. He frowned. He closed his eyes for a few moments, to
give himself the chance to wake up properly just in case he was asleep and dreaming. He re-opened his eyes.
He was still in the little room. He surveyed it again, touched the wooden floorboards once more and then,
carefully, he touched the throbbing lump on his head. He was definitely awake. No doubt about it. He
struggled to his feet. Noticing the window, he went over to it, rubbed some of the dust off, tut-tutting with
disapproval as he did so -- for he was a house-proud Minotaur -- and peered out. The room he was in looked
onto a garden of some kind... a garden with apple trees, to judge by the gnarled trunks and boughs. He was
fond of apples, and was, now he came to think of it, quite hungry.
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Play it Again, Sam: Maryann Miller

Sam’s breath caught in her throat and her voice broke, “John, you can’t
be serious.”

“I'm sorry.”

“But a divorce? How can you...?”

He shifted his gaze, fingering the pages of a magazine on the counter.
Watching the pages flutter with a soft whoosh, she saw life as she knew it

slipping away.

[l amyrans |II 1 “John. Talk to me.”
TAdbs
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“Please. Don’t make this any harder-"
“What?” She didn’t even try to keep the sarcasm out of her voice. “I should make it easy? You walk in here
and end our marriage as casually as... as...” Emotion choked her and she took an angry swipe at the tears
searing her cheeks.
“I didn’t want it to be this way.”
Sam took a deep breath. “Then why is it happening?”
A long, thin silence followed.
“Is there someone else?” she asked, barely having the courage to hear the answer.
“No.”
The denial came quickly. Too quickly?
“Don’t lie to me, John. Whatever you do, don’tlie.”
“I'm not. I swear.” He shifted his weight and looked away.

“Then talk to me,” she implored. “Tell me how we reached this point and I didn’t even have a clue.”

“It just happened.” He glanced at her, then away again. “I don’t know. One day I just knew I wasn’t happy
anymore.”

Sam stared in disbelief. He was having a mid-life crisis? They used to laugh at people who let their lives fall
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apart like this.

“That isn’t a reason. It’s an excuse,” she said. “There has to be something else.”

“I told you there isn’t.” John raised his head in defiance and their eyeslocked until Sam felt her composure
about to crumble. The deep brown eyes that used to melt her heart now chilled her. Everything about him
seemed to be changing. The square jaw she used to find strong and attractive was now hard and unyielding.

And when had his hair thinned to mere wisps?

Feeling like she’d entered some strange time-warp, Sam shook her head in an effort to bring back the real
John. It didn’t work. A stranger still stood in front of her.

“It’s not your fault.”
His words focused her wandering mind.
“It’s me,” he continued. “I should have told you sooner. It was cruel to keep living a lie.”

Slowly, she sank into a nearby chair as a new wave of pain washed over her. Did he mean their whole life had
been a lie? A game?

This didn’t happen to couples like them. It happened to people who had nothing in common. People who
cheated. Argued. Screamed at each other. Not to people who’d lived over twenty-five years together in
relative harmony.

Sam felt the pain burning inside, rising and swelling like some alien invader. She wondered if it would tear
her apart and scatter her in little pieces across the freshly scrubbed floor.

“I’ll just pack a few things,” he said.

She watched him walk out of the room, his back rigid with resolve. Should she go after him? Plead with him
to stay?

The small shred of dignity she had left kept her rooted in the chair and shock held her immobile as John
passed back through with a suitcase. She thought she heard him say he would call in a few days, but she
wasn’t sure.

If she tried hard enough, she could pretend that he was just leaving on a business trip.

Sam sat in the chair in front of the window until the late afternoon sun faded toward dusk. Idly, she glanced
around the kitchen. Shafts of pale light illuminated the blue flowers she’d so carefully painted on the white
squares of tile above the sink. They’d built this house together and hadn’t even argued about the pattern on
the wallpaper or the color of the carpeting.

That said something about the strength of their relationship, didn’t it?

Then again, maybe she just hadn’t seen it coming. A man doesn’t decide to throw away a marriage
overnight. Surely there had been signs of his discontent. Had she been too blind or too stupid to see them?



Not liking where that train of thought led, Sam stood and went to the phone. She had to talk to somebody.
She punched the first few digits of Melissa’s number, then hesitated. What could she say? “Hi, this is Mom.

Just called to tell you Dad wants a divorce.”

She hung up. How was she going to tell the kids? How would they react?
Fighting a rising sense of panic, she reached for the phone again.
“Margaret, it’s me, Sam.”

“Hey, what’s up? It’s been ages since you called.”

“Well, uh...” She stopped. How could she say it? She cleared her throat and tried again. “Uh
wouldn’t come. Instead, she burst into tears.

“Sam! What’s wrong? Is it one of the kids?”
Between sobs and hiccups, she managed the words, “John’s leaving me.”

“What? Tell me this is a joke.”

“I'wish I could.”

“What on earth has gotten into the man?

“I don’t know.” Sam took a ragged breath. “I simply don’t know.”

“What did he say?”

“That he’s confused. Unsure about things. He needs time to sort it all out.”
“If I can be so indelicate. That’s a bunch of bullshit”
“Things have been tough at work lately. Maybe he -~
“Don’t you dare let him off the hook.”

>

Sam reached for a tissue and blew her nose.

“I suppose there’s some cute young thing as part of the equation,” Margaret continued. “Of

...” But the words

course, he said

there isn’t. There always isn’t in the beginning. The bimbos just magically appear a few months later.”

“You’re wrong. There’s been no indi - ”

“Then tell me. How’s your sex life been, huh? Good as ever?”

“Criminy, Margaret. We're in our fifties. It’s bound to slow - ”

“Nope. Not true. People just assume old folks don’t have as much fun as young folks.”
Sam couldn’t stop the smile. Margaret did have a way of cutting right to the chase.
“What’re you going to do?” Margaret asked.

“Haven’t had a lot of time to think about it.”



“Well, do that. And while you're thinking. Consider coming up here. If it comes to starting over, this isn’t a
bad place. You could stay with me.”

“You make it sound so simple.” Sam leaned against the wall. “It’s not like flipping a switch. Up, I'm married.
Down, I'm single. How can I get on with life when I don’t even know what that’s going to be?”

She heard a deep sigh over the miles that separated her from her friend. “You’re right,” Margaret said. “I just
wanted you to know you have a refuge.”

“I appreciate it.”
“Have you called the kids?”
“I don’t know what to tell them.” Her voice faltered.

“Is it definite he wants a divorce? That’s it? Final?”

“I don’t know. I was so shocked I'm not sure what he said. Didn’t even have the presence of mind to ask if
he’d consider trying to work it out.”

“Then don’t say anything to the kids for a day or so. Talk to John. See if he’ll go to counseling. Or take a
romantic trip.”

“Are you nuts? A man who just asked for a divorce isn’t going to consider a cruise.”

“Okay. No trip. But don’t rule out counseling.”

“I suppose I could ask. It’d be better than sitting still and letting it happen.”

Hanging up, Sam silently thanked God for Margaret’s friendship. They’d been through a lot of yearsand a
lot of stuff since their days at Wayne State University, and she could always count on Margaret for good,
level-headed advice. Maybe her friend was right about this.

Then an errant thought caught her up short. What if John didn’t want to work it out? What if he refused
counseling? She couldn’t make him go. And even if she could, it wouldn’t work. Not if there were heel marks
between his door and the therapist’s.

Sam shook her head to get rid of the negative thoughts. Don’t talk yourself out of even trying.

Glancing at the clock, she was shocked to see only an hour had passed since John had walked out. It seemed
like an eternity and an eternity of hell stretched before her.
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Lucky: Barri Bryan

Lucky Livingston woke from a sound sleep with the sure knowledge that he
was in trouble - again. He wasn't being pursued by an angry husband, or
threatened by a jilted girl friend. No sore loser from last night's poker game
e was chasing him with vengeance on his mind and fire in his eyes. He wasn't
]--" £ _'l- SRR cven in trouble with the law. This was a worse predicament than any of
those. Lucky had incurred the wrath of his two older brothers. He'd been
on the bad side of each of them before, but never both at the same time. He
shook his head trying to clear his sleep-fogged brain. "Ain't you boys
coming to call a little early?"

Charlie Livingston was a giant of a man with a handsome face and a mop
of curly black hair that contrasted strangely with his fiery red handlebar
mustache. He stood now, towering over the bed of his younger

half-brother, his hands clenched into massive fists, his usually placid gray
eyes glowing like hot pewter. "Ten o'clock in the morning ain't exactly early. Git out of bed. You've got a
heap of explaining to do."

"Take it easy, Charlie." Lucky leafed through his memory trying to think what he might have done to make
Charlie so angry. Nothing came to mind. He turned to his other half-brother who leaned against the foot of
the iron bedstead. "Hey, Zeke, do you know what's eatin' old Charlie?"

Zeke Livingston couldn't touch Charlie in the looks department. He was inches shorter and pounds lighter
than his brother. Zeke's beady, close-set eyes were a dull shade of slate gray. His nose was big and bulbous.
His lips were too thin and his jaw was too long. His dun-colored hair, spiked as barbed wire and almost as
bristly, grew like clumped weeds from a head that seemed too big for his rangy, lose-knit frame. Ugly as a
mud fence was what folks said about him behind his back. Nobody dared say it to his face. When riled, Zeke
could be meaner than a grizzly bear with a sore head. What he lacked in looks, he made up for by being
shrewd, savvy, and downright ornery. And compared to Charlie, Zeke was a heavy weight in the brains
department. With an insolence that bordered on anger, he stared into the azure blue of his handsome
half-brother's dark fringed eyes. "We got a letter from Aunt Trudy this morning."

Lucky concluded that Aunt Trudy was on Charlie's case again. She was always after the Livingston brothers
to 'Settle down, get married and raise a family.' He pushed a pillow behind his back and smiled. He was
genuinely fond of his dead father's younger sister even if she was a fussy, meddlesome, overbearing old
tyrant. "How is the old girl?"

Zeke shifted his chew of tobacco from one cheek to the other. "Her palpations are gone but her rheumatism

is acting up again." He spat a long stream of tobacco juice out the open window behind Lucky's bed. "Lucky,
boy do you know what happens if Aunt Trudy dies before she gets around to signing over The Lazy L to her
nephews?"



Lucky knew all too well. That particular clause in his departed daddy's will had always been the cause of
great agitation to his brother Zeke. "The place is sold at auction and the money goes to charity."

Zeke said with emphasis, "She says in her letter that she's feeling poorly."

Lucky sighed in relief. In Aunt Trudy's case, poorly was good. When he'd visited his aunt in Dallas last
winter she'd been feeling 'worse than awful' and complaining about spells with her heart. “That's nice to
know." He slid under the covers. "Good night, boys."

Charlie grabbed the covers with his slab of a hand and tossed them to the floor. "You done screwed me and
Zeke over for the last time. You little. . .." His tirade died on the end of a gasp as he stared at the
magnificent specimen of manhood thatlay naked on the bed. Stooping, he retrieved the sheet and threw it
over the lower half of Lucky's body. "If you was as big all over as you are in some places, you'd be a giant."

Lucky had heard comments to that affect for most of his twenty-four years. He waved the remark aside. "You
boys didn't come in here to talk about the size of my dick." A touch of steel threaded through his silky voice.
"Say what's on your mind."

Zeke knew when to back off even if Charlie didn't. "Now don't go getting testy. Charlie's got good reason to
be riled."

Charlie roared, "You must have said something to Aunt Trudy when you visited her last winter that made
her decide to come early for her summer visit. "He shouted even louder. "What was it?"

Lucky decided to humor his slow-witted half-brother. "I told her we missed her, and the old home place
wasn't the same without her here. I said Daddy, rest his soul, would be happy if he could see how much she
cared about his three little orphan boys."

"What else," Zeke eased down on the side of the bed. "did you tell her?"
Lucky rolled over. "I stayed two weeks. I can't remember everything I said."
Zeke drawled, "Aunt Trudy's coming for her summer visit a month early this year."

Now Lucky knew why Charlie was upset. A visit from Aunt Trudy was a trial for Charlie. That trial began
even before Aunt Trudy arrived. Charlie would have to fetch young Widow Carson to clean the rambling
old ranch house the Livingston brothers called home. It would have to be Charlie who went calling. Amanda
Carson wouldn't do housework for anyone else, but for Charlie, she made an exception. The widow had
designs on Charlie. If he came through that ordeal unscathed, he'd have to take a bath and dress before
supper every night of Aunt Trudy's stay. Aunt Trudy was a stickler for proper etiquette. He'd have to
postpone his weekly poker game. Gambling in the kitchen was out of the question when Aunt Trudy was in
residence.

Charlie wasn't the only one who suffered during Aunt Trudy's stay at the ranch. Zeke had to chew his
tobacco and do his spitting outside and Lucky had to tone down his social life
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Ghost of a Chance: Dee Lloyd

As his headlights sliced through the thick, dark night, Bret rammed the
volume control higher. The drivingbeat of Shania Twain’s defiant taunt
rattled the windows of his pickup. The stimulus of loud music pounding on
him was what he needed. Tonight’s hospital visit with his father had left him
totally drained. Will was not taking the prospect of a lengthy recuperation
well.

{h; h {') C;t Forget about that! Give in to the beat! His broad palm smacking the steering
= A wheel in time to the music felt good. Yeah, right Shania! Bret agreed. Not
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Chance
dee "D'}l"d He turned off the air conditioning and opened his window. Maybe the
warm, moist Florida air flowing in and whipping around him would soothe

many things impressed him much either!

some of the tension out of his muscles.

The quiet blackness of the night and the aggressive musical therapy seemed to be doing the trick but Bret felt
the back of his neck tighten again as he approached the abandoned construction site. Resolutely, he kept on
thwacking the steering wheel in time to the music. Mind over matter. That’s what he had to concentrate on.

But it didn’t work.

And it hadn’t for almost a week. The moment he hit the property line of the projected retirement
community, the temperature in the cab plunged and, no matter what kind of music he was playing on the
stereo, the wailing of a saxophone sliced through the air. Piercing and sad, it replaced every other sound. It
silenced the rumble of the pickup's engine and Bret could swear that his own breathing was soundless. The
saxophone sang alone ... and stopped when he reached the far property line. Once or twice, he thought he’d
caught a glimpse of someone walking along the side of the road. A woman he thought. But that was only
imagination. He’d allowed himself to be spooked by some kind of freaky radio waves that seemed
indigenous to this spot.

Bret speeded up. He shivered. The chill was deep and intense. It didn't dance on the skin like a cooling
breeze but rather began at the marrow of his bones and radiated outwards. This short stretch of road always
seemed endless, the piercing wail of the saxophone interminable. He had almost reached the end of the long
curve in the road that edged the site when he saw her.

This time she was right in the middle of the road - not twenty feet in front of his truck - a gleaming white
figure in the headlight beams. In the split-second that he was able to focus on her, he thought he recognized
that slender build and dark hair. Then he was too busy swerving onto the shoulder to avoid hitting her to get
a really good look.

But what on earth would Yvette be doing out here?
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The moment his wheels skidded and sank into the soft loamy shoulder of the road, Bret flung his door open
and leapt out. Vaguely aware that the air was even colder outside the truck, he verified his first impression. It
was Yvette, all right. Apparently, she had been in some kind of accident. That was definitely blood on her
white jacket and she was missing one shoe. Even from a distance he could see scrapes on her bruised face.

What the hell had happened to her? Her features were so battered that he could barely recognize the pretty
Maid of Honor who had smiled at him last week at his cousin's wedding.

In spite of her limp, Yvette was moving very quickly away down the highway.

“Hey,” he yelled as he began to run after her. “Wait up.”

She turned and looked at him over her shoulder without slowing down a bit. Her pale, serious face was
streaked with blood and her dark hair seemed to be matted with it. The last time he had seen her, she had
been witty and animated. Her face hadn’t worn that gray, desperate look.

She didn’t seem to recognize him. Bret stopped, not wanting to frighten her further.

Her movement ceased when his did. Her cold, blank stare conveyed nothing.

“It’s Bret,” he called. “I'm not going to hurt you, Yvette.”

She shook her head slowly, then put her hand to her throat. “Danger," she said in a hoarse whisper. "Please.”

She worked her mouth as if she were trying to say more but could not make the sounds come out. Finally,
she croaked, "Warn her.”

The hoarse whisper reached him just before her spotlit figure in its stained and bloody suit vanished.
“Wait.” The word was too late.

The road, brightlylit by the headlights of Bret’s pickup, was completely empty.

When he climbed unsteadily back into the cab of the truck, he found it strangely quiet. Both the sexy
country singer and the jazz saxophone were silent. Except for the insistent whispering of the breeze through
the long needles of the lanky Australian pines at the side of the road, all he could hear was the pounding of
his heart and the sharp intake of his own breath. He growled a disgusted epithet. His body might be almost
healed but his nerves were sure shot to hell.

He dragged his fingers through the thatch of blond hair that was longer than it had ever been in his adult
life. Well, he wasn’t about to sit here on the weedy shoulder of a deserted road and allow his imagination to

get the better of him.

Lord! It was desolate. Where was the endless stream of noisy, smelly semis he usually cursed? The road was
always clogged with them, day and night. This emptiness wasn't natural.

The Bar and Grill that Buzz had inherited it from his uncle was somewhere around here. Buzz had gone on



at great length about his plans to make it into "the best damned bar and grill in Florida" as soon as he could
leave the service. Well, there would never be a better time for a stiff bourbon with an old buddy. Maybe that
would get the icy chill out of his bones.

Who’d believe that Bret, the dependable, unflappable anchor of Greco’s special task force could be spooked
like this? And by what? An attractive woman he’d conjured up who had suddenly vanished into the mist? He
took a deep breath and turned the key in the ignition. Buzz’s place in Pioneer Grove was about a quarter of
an hour away. The pickup moved down the road like a dream.

Thirteen minutes later, he was parked in the next to last parking space in the lot. He hadn't been out this way
since his return but he'd heard that Pioneer Grove was no longer the little down-at the-heels collection of
buildings he remembered. It had been razed and resurrected as an upscale retirement community. The
results were impressive.

He had expected Buzz to be running a casual blue-collar bar, not a sprawling glass and brick showplace like
The Grove. The property he'd inherited from his uncle was a lot more extensive than Buzz had let on.
Adjacent to the restaurant, a prosperous-looking strip mall boasted some professional offices, a bank, a
Salvatore's Salon, and a trendy coffee house. The restaurant seemed to be doing great business. Good for
Buzz!

Bret pushed open the heavy glass doors and stopped dead in his tracks. He really was losing his mind!
Dominating the lobby was a six-foot-tall, glass-framed photograph of Yvette. But this was Yvette as he had
never seen her. He figured she must have worn a wig and some strategic padding for this photo because, in
it, her dark hair reached her waist and the plunging neckline of her blouse revealed a cleavage that had not
been apparent in the bikini she'd worn at Kit's pool party.

The flash across the picture announced, “Saturday nights in the piano bar, our own Emilienne Pelletier.”

Bret swallowed hard. Pelletier was Yvette’s surname. He hoped to hell she was alive and singing in that bar.
But he doubted it.
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Wooing Carly O'Malley: Anne Manning

4 = WoOmNG Jocko O'Looney leaned on the bar and looked out at the crowd filling his
CARLY l_'}'j"'.,i'q_LLE"l' pub this fine Friday evening. Some of the folk on the floor weren't exactly
et % the usual clientele, but only someone with the sight would be able to tell
B that. Did anyone else know the Good Folk were abroad in the world?

Could anyone else see them for what they were?

He smiled. Fairies were the best customers, even if they rarely picked up a
tab. Their sense of play was infectious as the plague, spreading to all the
mortal folk, encouraging them to enjoy life as well.

Even Fergus Butler seemed more happy tonight, his wrinkled sun-browned
face not quite so wrinkled when a lovely fairy lass took his hand and

dragged him to the floor to do a little toe dance for the crowd.

"Evenin', Jocko." An older man in a fine wool suit planted himself on a stool and rested his arms before
himself on the bar. "Give me an ale, boyo."

"Evenin' to you, Judge Costello. How's judging treatin' you these days?" Jocko set the foamy brown ale
before the judge.

"Ach, don't talk to me about work. 'Tis a fine, fair night and I intend to enjoy it." He nodded toward the
floor. "Good crowd tonight, eh?"

"Aye, indeed. Maybe you can get a lovely lass to dance wi' ye?" Jocko winked at the judge.

Judge Costello smiled. "Not me, lad. Me knees don't jig like they used to." He tipped his head, studying
Jocko. "Tis yourself who should be dancin' wi' the lasses. Time for you to be getting spliced and making
some little O'Looney babes to grow up and keep this place running when you're too old to pour a drink."

Jocko laughed. "I will, Judge. Just as soon as the right woman walks in that door."

"Oh, lad!" The Judge waved his hand. "That's no way to find a woman. The right one rarely walks into your
life so easily. And from personal experience, laddie buck, if you take what walks through the door, you'll be

sorry."

Yes, the Judge knew about that. His own wife had walked into his life, then out again, just as easily. For her.
The judge still ached, for he had loved the silly woman. And from the look on his face, he still loved her.

But Jocko knew his woman would walk through the door of his pub one night. Someday. He just hoped he
was still young enough to make those babes the Judge had got him thinkin'about.

%%
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"I'm so tired of fairies. MaybeI'll try a mortal this time."

Carly O'Malley stared at her friend. "Neve, you know a real man would never keep you interested. They're
so, well, ordinary."

Neve Sullivan shook her long black hair behind one shoulder. "And fairy men are so superficial.”

Carly laughed. "Aren't we all?" She poured Neve another mug of ambrosia and sat back with her own. "It's
our nature, after all."

"I didn't say I wanted to marry a mortal. I only want to dally with one for a bit, just to see what all the
hoo-rah is about. Finnvarra has been keen on mortal women for ages."

"And he quickly tires of them," Carly said as her eyes scanned the crowd for a likely supper partner. Gaelen
Riley was nowhere to be seen. Pity. Gaelen was the handsomest fairy male she'd ever seen with his wheat
blond hair and wide shoulders. And his wings. .. Carly sighed. Gaelen had been her first and was the main
feature of her sweetest memories. And far from being superficial like most fairy folk, Gaelen had some
depth to him. A most fascinating male. But he had tied himselfin the mortal world and rarely came to

gatherings of the folk. The thought occurred to Carly that Gaelen might be ashamed of his fairy roots.

How could anyone be ashamed of being fairy? It was a wonderful life, one of play and song and good drink
and good friends.

"What are you thinking about?" Neve asked.

"Gaelen."

"Ah, him. He is a fine figure of a male. Such a stick in the mud though."
Carly nodded. Neve was right of course. Gaelen wasn't the male for her.

A gentle breeze brushed her cheek and she turned. To her irritation, Rory O'Brien sat down beside her,
taking her hand in his and guiding her mug to hislips. After quaffing half her ambrosia he winked at her.

"How are you this fine day, Carly O'Malley?" he said, his brogue thick as fine ambrosia.

Carly set the mug on the table. "I was fine." She turned away from him, hoping he'd go away.

"Now, Carly, is that anyway to treat ol' Rory, who just sat down to say hello and talk over old times?"

"We have nothing to talk about."

"I think we do." He leaned across her and said, "Neve, me darlin’, would you give us a wee bit o' privacy?"
Neve grinned. "Sure."

She squooshed to a pinpoint of light and flew off before Carly could stop her.



"There now." Rory rested his elbow on the arm of Carly's chair and set his hand on her wrist before she
could follow Neve's example and squoosh.

"Let me go, Rory."
“Not yet, darlin'. I need to ask you some questions, like why haven't you answered my e'mails?"
‘I didn't get any e'mail. My bathroom mirror's broken."

Rory leaned closer, his lips a whisper from her ear. "If I were a sensitive sort, I might think you were trying
to avoid me."

"And you'd be right." Carly snatched her hand away from his grasp and squooshed. She needed some air, so
she flew down the long tunnel into the dark Irish night.

She materialized outside the sidhe and leaned against the rock face of the hill that covered Finnvarra's palace.
Drawing a deep breath, she tried to center herself. What was it about Rory O'Brien that so unnerved her?

Well, sure, it was the hold he'd had on her heart. And the way he'd broken it in an act of betrayal so cruel
she knew she could never forgive him.

"The rotten bounder!" Carly smacked her hand against the rock, immediately regretting it as the sting
inched up her arm to settle just under her wing. Maybe Neve was right. Fairy males were too superficial,
caring nothing for a person's heart. Oh, there was the occasional special male, like Gaelen, who had taken
his mortal life so to heart that he made it clear from the beginning there would be no lasting relationship.
But others, most, like Rory, played the love game as fairies had played it for centuries.

Everyone knew fairies loved with more fervor, played with more gusto, enjoyed with more joy than mortal
folk did. But mortal men, maybe because they were so short-lived, were also capable of staying in love and
not flitting along to the next interlude.

Maybe Neve was right. Maybe she should try a mortal for a change. Carly glanced back into the tunnel that
led to the sidhe and made her decision.

She flew in aleisurely path down the dark streets of Killis, County Roscommon, a town proud of its
proximity to Finnvarra's sidhe of real Irish fairy folk. Maybe, Carly thought, that was what she needed, nota
fairy, not a mortal, but maybe here in Killis she could find a man who had the best features of both races. It
was worth a try anyway.

She paused before a brightly lit tavern, O'Looney's.

It was packed with people, both her own and mortals. Here she might find a man worth loving with all the
fervor of her fairy heart.

Anticipation tingling to the tips of her immaterial toes, she scooted down a dark alleyway before stopping
and unsquooshing. With a check of her hair and a pinch to her cheeks, she smiled at her reflection in the
front window and pulled open the door to O'Looney's Pub.
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Wing Beat: Marilyn Meredith

"May I see your license and registration, please?" Tempe Crabtree, resident
MARILYN MEREDITH deputy for Bear Creek and surrounding area, leaned down and peered in the
front window at the driver. Stale cigarette smoke drifted toward her.

A battered Jeep from another era had been flying up the highway heading
toward the mountains. Tempe followed in her official white Blazer. It took
both the lights and the siren to get the driver of the Jeep to pull over.
Speeding wasn't uncommon, especially when residents of the tiny foothill

| community returned home from their jobs in the valley. Tempe knew all the
commuters' vehicles by sight, but she didn't recognize the Jeep.

Before approaching the car, she called in the license number to the dispatcher
at the sub station in Dennison, the nearest city. While she waited, Tempe

peered over the top of her sunglasses as the driver, a woman with a wild, curly
brown mane, glanced around nervously.

Seeing the tangled hair caused Tempe to think of her own. Automatically, she checked the large barrette
holding her thick braid to the back of her head. Her straight black hair, golden skin and high cheekbones
were reminders of the Indian heritage from her maternal grandmother. After a few minutes, the dispatcher
reported the vehicle was registered to a Lorenzo Montelongo of Long Beach.

The woman didn't make eye contact with Tempe. "What did I do, Officer?" she asked, her voice sounding
husky like she smoked too much.

"Speeding. You were doing at least seventy and this is a fifty five mile zone. May I see your driver's license,
car registration and proof of insurance please?" Tempe noted that the woman's eyebrows were no more than
a thin penciled line. Make up didn't conceal the wrinkles around her eyes and mouth. Though she looked
middle aged, Tempe guessed she could be younger. She wore dirty jeans and a faded blue sweatshirt.

"Damn speedometer doesn’t work. Didn't seem like I was going too fast," she growled but still didn't look
directly at Tempe.

"Take my word for it, you were. Your license, please.” At least there wasn't alcohol on her breath and no
empty beer cans among the fast food wrappers and old newspapers on the floor. Several large packages were
in the back.

After digging in a battered leather purse on the seat beside her, with a rough hand with torn
fingernails and ground in dirt, the driver handed Tempe a license. Her name was Sue Montelongo with the
same Long Beach address given to Tempe by the dispatcher. Her birth date made her only thirty two, but she
seemed at least ten years older.

"On vacation?" Tempe asked.



Ms. Montelongo's eyes narrowed, "What business is that of yours?"

Oh, dear, this woman was going to be difficult. Difficult people were never able to merely do what they were
asked.

"Your license gives a Southern California address. If you've moved, you need to get a new license."

"Just visiting," she snapped, grabbing back her license.

"Oh, really? Who're you visiting?"

"Nobody you'd know."

"You can't be sure about that. I know most folks up here in the mountains."

"Not these people.” She gripped the wheel tightly and stared straight ahead, sighing impatiently.

"I need to see the registration and proof of insurance too," Tempe reminded her. The way the woman was
acting, Tempe wouldn't have been surprised if she drove off. Something about Sue Montelongo wasn’t quite

right. Tempe was always wary of someone who wouldn’t make eye contact.

Though Montelongo opened the glove compartment and began rummaging around in it, she complained,
"Just write the ticket, why don't you?"

"T'll take care of it."

"I bet you will." Montelongo began tossing scraps of paper from the compartment onto the floor and
mumbling under her breath.

Her actions were suspicious enough Tempe decided she ought to have Ms. Montelongo get out of the car.
Tempe knew she'd have to be careful. A person with such a nasty disposition was capable of violence.

Before she could instruct the woman, the radio on Tempe's belt crackled to life. It was the dispatcher telling
herto report to the Sergeant at the substation as soon as possible.

"This is your lucky day, ma’am. I'm going to let you go with a warning."

Sue Montelongo leaned against the seat. "Yeah?" For the first time she peered directly at Tempe, the surprise
in her pale blue eyes not completely concealing the underlying animosity.

"Yeah. Take it easy from now on."

Montelongo didn't drive away until Tempe returned to the Blazer and made a U turn on the highway. In her
rear view mirror, she watched the Jeep until it disappeared around the first bend.

Picking up the receiver of the car radio, Tempe called the dispatcher. "Run a check on a Sue Montelongo."
She rattled off Montelongo's statistics from the driver's license.



After driving a few minutes, the report came back to her. Though the woman had no outstanding warrants
or wants, she did have a long arrest record mostly for drug use and sales, as well as some jail time. It would
be interesting to know who she was visiting. Tempe was sure it wouldn't be long before Ms. Montelongo
crossed her path again.
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Do Wah Diddy...Die: Pauline Baird Jones

Do Wah Diddy

(aka I LOVE LUCI - WHEN I DON'T WANT TO KILL HER)

An ancient radio was scratching out a Sousa march when Fern Smith
unlocked

the door of the seedy hotel room and found Donald posing in front of the
cracked mirror with an AK-47 held at a military angle across his chest and
a

bandana knotted around his mostly bald head. He had a long, thin neck
that

merged into plump jowls, making his head an uncertain rectangle with the
wispy remains of his hair trailing around three sides. A hang-dog
expression

Psuline Baird Jones adorned the fourth side. His puny shoulders were jaunty and

self-satisfaction gleamed from close-set eyes as he regarded the speckled
image in the sub-standard mirror. Because Donald was neither tall nor
short-though he could appear either, depending on where he belted his pants

across his beer belly-his attempt at Rambo made her wince.

She pushed the door closed with her shoulder and dumped the sacks she
carried onto the lumpy surface of the slightly less than double bed. She
snapped off the radio, her voice breaking flatly into the sudden silence, "I
still think we should have bought the Uzi."

Donald froze like a deer in headlights, then spun to face her. He quickly
grabbed the bandana and stuffed it in his back pocket, then produced a wide,
hopeful smile as he peered up at her, exposing the gap where his plates
didn't meet his gums.

Fern was a tall woman, narrow everywhere but the hips, with stooped
shoulders and long arms that made her look like a caricatured bird of prey.
Her hair, as wispy as Donald's, was drawn up in an off-center bun. Her
narrow mouth, having long ago given in to the force of gravity, sagged on
either side of her pointed chin.

"Teddy said-"

"I'm sure what Teddy said had nothing to do with the price." Fern's
expression gave no quarter. "If you hadn't let Artie lay out the hit-"

Donald tenderly deposited the AK-47 on the dresser top, retrieved the
bandana from his pocket and used it to return its surface to a high gloss.
"His tab, his call."
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Fern's sigh was silent, but it ruffled the back of what was left of Donald's

hair as she reached around him to pick up a photograph of the target. She
studied the face, feeling a shiver run down her spine when she made contact
with the woman's green gaze. There was something about her eyes, something
deep in the mysterious green slits barely visible beneath drooping lids,

that made Fern nervous. She tossed the picture down beside the gun.

"His way overdue tab, don't you mean?"

With a triumphant look, Donald pointed at something behind her. She turned
and examined the beat up shoe box sitting on the table. With some reluctance
she lifted the lid and found neat rows of-

"Ones?" She grabbed a handful and flipped through them with practiced ease.
"This is his down payment? A shoe box full of dollar bills?"

"At least it's real.”
Fern tossed down the bills with a snort of disgust. "And the rest of it?"

"When the job's done." She raised a skeptical brow. He tried to trump her
raise with a whined, "He's good for it," but his voice lacked the
conviction. They'd both known Arthur Maxwell for too long.

A stray bit of sun found its way through a spot on the dirty window and fell
across the AK-47. Fern gave another soundless sigh. A pity he'd fallen for

it. There was no persuading him to take the cute little Uzi once he'd made
up his mind. He was the bopper-the hit man-so he got to choose the gun. It
was even possible he knew what he was doing. It hadn't been that long since
their retirement.

She watched him hitch his pants up over his sagging belly, then swagger to
the bruised cooler stashed in the corner of the room, his knee joints
popping with each step.

Then again . ..

"And when we're doing time-" she began.

"We done time before." He extracted a cold one, popped the top and took a
noisy swig. Atleast he hadn't used his teeth. With their financial hopes
riding on an AK-47, they couldn't afford to replace his lousy plates.

Fern crossed her arms. "Not in this state.”

He had to think about that for a moment as he mentally ran down the list of
places they had done time. "Do you good to make new friends."



He sank into a sagging armchair and gave her a hopeful look.
"We got enough trouble with your old friends."
Donald scowled. "Don't start on Artie again-"

"T ain't stopped-" She shook her head. "You shoulda popped him the first
time he poked his face in the door."

Why did Donald put up with him? What was the deal with men and their crib
mates? Just because they pissed in the same pot, they had to be friends for
life? Only bright spot, Artie didn't pop up that often because he was

usually in stir making new friends. She'd feel more comfortable about the
whole hit if she could just figure out why Artie wanted the Seymour woman
out of the way so bad he was willing to pay them to do it. Artie had made

not paying his own way his life's work.

"I don't like it. Too much that can go wrong."

"It's not what I'd choose," Donald admitted. "But there's logic to it.

Really," he insisted when she arched her brows again. "Drive-by isn't what

I'd choose myself. But then, I've always liked the high ground.” He took
another noisy drink, before adding, "I've had time to think and it's not as

bad as it seems. First place, there's your element of surprise. Look how

good the St. Valentines Day massacre worked." He directed a triumphant look
at Fern. "Taking someone out with a bang is a fine, old tradition."

He had to be joking, but a cursory examination proved her wrong.

"Come on, Fern. We can do this. You drive the car. I'll point the gun. It's
what we do-"

"It's what we did-"
"When it's over, we're rolling in scratch."

The look in his eyes was one she was sadly familiar with. A mixture of
calculated entreaty and seedy charm, liberally mixed with greed. She was too
old to stop giving in to him-or to stop trusting his well-honed survival
instinct. She sighed, trailing her finger the length of the AK-47. It was

cool and smooth-like she used to be.

Hadn't she always done everything she could to avoid the dreary anonymity
her parents had settled for? Their walk-up apartment in Dayton wasn'ta
mirror of her parents' suburban hell in Jersey, but there were similarities
when she let herself see them. Bingo at McDonald's instead of bridge at the
country club. The occasional bus tour with other down-and-out senior
citizens instead of summers at the seaside. Her parents had never lived wild



or gone somewhere exotic. They had always been smugly content with the
mainland U.S.

"Enough to go to Disney World."

Her parents had never been to Disney World. Damn the boy, he knew she wanted
to go to Disneyland more than anything. She wanted her picture taken with
Mickey Mouse in front of that castle more than she wanted to quit taking

stupid hormones.

"Ain't she a beauty, Fernie?" Donald said.

She sighed. If they had to shoot the hell out of some woman to do it-

"It's not an Uzi, but I suppose it'll get the job done," she conceded
reluctantly.

"And then some." He mimed rapid firing.

She turned, pushing her worries to the back burner. From one of the sacks
she'd dumped on the bed, she extracted two pairs of joke glasses-the Groucho
Marx kind with dark frames, large noses, and mustaches attached. One pair
she handed to Donald, the other she put on, adjusting the fit. Then she took
a large muffelatta out of another sack.

"Get me a beer, will you?" she asked.

Donald put his glasses on, also adjusted their fit, and bent over the
cooler, his pants sliding down to display his hairy butt crack.

Fern did a quick right turn from the sight and spread their lunch out on the
rickety table. Donald sat down in front of his half of the sandwich.

"What's this?" Donald handed her the beer and, with a suspicious look,
examined the offering, a huge half round of crusty bread layered with spicy

meats and cheeses and topped with a tangy olive dressing.

"Muffelatta." Her mouth formed the unfamiliar words with the satisfaction of
knowing this was another thing her parents had probably never done.

"Smells good." He took a huge bite, chewed a couple of times, then said,
thickly through the remains of the bite, "Is good."

Fern studied her sandwich with satisfaction.

"What about wheels?" she asked, before biting down.
"We'll pick a car up right before we head for the airport."



It was a peculiarity of Donald's, this waiting for the last minute to pick

up a car. The three times he'd secured wheels early, he'd done jail time. He
also had a pair of black, thong underwear he wore, but Fern tried not to
think about that. There were some parts of her middle-class upbringing she
couldn't shed, no matter how far she got from it.

She watched him chew for a moment, then asked, "Do you think we could steal
something, well, foreign this time?"

Donald had strong feelings about driving American cars, but he got to pick
the gun. Time for turn-about.

He looked up. She looked at the AK-47. It lay on the dresser, still gleaming
dully in that stray bit of sun.

His struggle with the idea of making even a minor adjustment in his MO was
written on his face in large, block letters. With a timing honed through
long years together, she raised one brow. He grinned.

"Sure, Fernie, whatever you want." He bit deeply into his almost decimated
sandwich. His gaze strayed longingly to her half of the sandwich.

With only a moment's hesitation, she shoved it towards him. His appetite was
always keen before a kill.
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! From Now On (sequel to Cougar Lake")
- Prologue

; A cry pierced the muggy night air, and Jason let out the breath he’d been
i— - holding. He hurried into the room he’d grown up in and froze, stunned at
3

_ the sight of a brand new human being in his old bed.
Lhe Cougar |
anb
Cardinal Inn

"He’s beautiful," Joni whispered, and gave the newborn over to his mother.

"I'm going to call that ambulance again.” She clucked her tongue. "First
babies just never come this fast."

Jason watched her go before turning back to Cami, the new mom. "She’s
right," he said, "he’s perfect." With her hair matted to her face, and her skin
pale and shining, Cami looked beautiful to him as well. He knelt by her side
and lifted her hand, holding the clammy palm to his cheek. "Marry me."

Long moments passed, with only the baby’s whimpers and the ticking of Jason’s old clock radio for noise.
Humidity hovered in the air, and he tried to brush it away with his hand.

"You know I can’t.” Cami sighed, adjusting the baby on her chest. She pulled the blanket higher, as if she’d
suddenly remembered her modesty. "I'm sorry."

He shouldn’t have asked again, especially right now. She looked exhausted.

But he had. "Why not? Little guy here needs a father, a family."

Her lips softened to a smile. "And you’d be wonderful. You’re my best friend, Jason. I couldn’t take over
your life like that." She tilted her head toward the infant. "We couldn’t take over your life that way. Besides,
you’re my boss."

He knew that wasn’t the real reason she kept refusing him.

Joni sailed into the room, and set a can of cola on the night stand beside Cami. "Bet you’re ready for this."
"You’re so right." Cami wasted no time taking the can and swigging from it.

Jason looked at his sister, who smiled knowingly.

"Relax, it’s caffeine-free."

"Too bad, I could use the energy." Cami spoke clearly, but her gaze drooped toward her pinched cheeks.
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"Okay, big brother, time for you to get lost so I can help Cami freshen up. I called again, and the ambulance
will be here soon." She held up a hand in perfect timing with Cami’s mouth opening to protest. "No
arguments.”

His sister had good sense. Jason nodded and asked, "Can I just have a minute first?"

Joni studied him before returning the nod. "Sure. Let me take the baby for a wipe-up." She took the infant
with a practiced ease, and tucked the lilac blanket around Cami. Like the student

nurse she was, Joni warned Jason, "Five minutes."

"I need you to do something for me," Cami said, once they were alone, and then let out a quiet, feminine
burp.

"You got it."
"Good. I need you to be my son’s godfather."

Jason’s pulse quickened. He leaned toward her, reached out and pushed the damp strands of hair from her
forehead. "I could be his father."

A tear, just one, leaked out, and Cami brushed it away. But not before he noticed.

"Hey, don’t sweat it." He mimicked her motion and gently brushed her cheek. "T'll do whatever job you want
me to."

She took his hand, and kissed the back of his knuckles. "Thank you. You know it’s not that you wouldn’t be a
great dad. I've seen you with your little cousins."

"Yeah." He looked toward the window, wondering briefly when his sister had hung those girly curtains.
Years ago he’d had Spiderman on everything.

"It’s just. . . . he may come back, and want to be a father."

"Just change his mind after all these months and come running back?" Jason leveled his voice, breathing
deep to control his temper. "And that would make him a good father? A last minute pang of conscience?
And what would you do then, Cami?" He looked down at her. "You won’t even tell us who it is. Would you
marry him? Take him back after he deserted you?"

She said nothing, but let her eyes close.

To avoid his gaze? Or his question?

He felt like a creep, bothering her after she’d just worked so hard to give birth. But he couldn’t stop himself.
"Do you love him? Have you talked to God about him?"

Her head rolled to the side, supported by a white pillow, her eyes still tightly shut. Pretending sleep? In the



distance, he heard the wail of the approaching siren, punctuating the discussion. For now.
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Devin knew it would take the rest of the day to reach camp. He tried not to
think about what he might find, but thought instead of the last couple of
days he spent with Penny. If anyone told him a month ago that he would be
in love with someone, he would have called them crazy. The truth was he

- was head over heels in love with her. The last few days they went horseback
riding, picnicking, fishing, and walking. Each day revealed a little more of
the beautiful person she was. He also began to open up to her, feeling
comfortable in sharing these private parts of his life. He found her to bea

gentle, caring, and charmingly innocent individual.

e

2y o He was also surprised at how easily Penny adapted to the rather primitive
: .,'::T._MEI i 'EFG t?’{[’,IE‘Ef lifestyle here in the outback. Devin felt that coming from the United States
' ’ 20 and much more modern way of life that she might prefer a more lively form

of entertainment. He even asked several times if she might wantto go to a
movie, out to dinner, and even dancing, but she assured him that she was quite content in the activities they
were currently enjoying. This information served to endear her to him even more as he would be
uncomfortable in the least in fulfilling his offer. He had to admit that he was relieved and happy when she
declined. They continued to share their personal histories with one another, and he learned how important
Aunt Les was to her.

He noticed dusk was fast-approaching, so he turned on his headlights. The air had turned cooler and held a
crisp, clean scent. Devin packed his revolver when he left and it was laying next to him on the seat. He was
very much aware of the perils he might encounter and this knowledge now kept all his senses on the
surrounding environment. The land rolled by, and Devin’s thoughts ticked away as fast as the mileage on the
odometer.

He and Ben discovered Frank, his uncle’s handyman, in the clearing behind the house yesterday morning.
He died, as far as thHey could surmise, from a broken neck. The two men agreed to keep this information to
themselves so as not to alarm the women. Ben thought they should call the police, but Devin persuaded him
to wait until Ned returned. Now he wasn’t sure if that was the right thing to do. I guess it depends on what I
find ahead, he told himself. He knew the importance of secrecy where the testing was concerned. I did what I
had to given the current circumstances, he reassured himself. Anyway, I'll know soon enough if I made the
right decision.

He was about an hour away from the camp when his headlights picked up something pretty large laying in
the middle of the road. Slowing down, he reached for his revolver with his left hand. As he drew closer, he
saw that the form was a dead sheep. He drove around the sheep and continued on his way, knowing he was
not far now from his destination. The corpse in the road, however, reminded him once again the reason for
his trip out here. Consciously clearing his mind of all other thoughts—mainly Penny—he concentrated on
the road ahead.
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All he could see now was the ground immediately in front of the jeep, illuminated by the twin beams of light.
Every now and then he caught a glimpse of a wombat. These nocturnal animals were prevalent to this area
so close to the river. As a child, he enjoyed watching them playing in the mud, but now was not the time for
reminiscing.

He was beginning to think that maybe the camp had moved when his headlights picked up the outline of one
of the tents. Strange, he thought, no campfire or lanterns were lit. The entire camp was in total darkness.
Quickly, he doused his lights and cut the engine. Silently opening the door, he grabbed the revolver and
slipped out of the jeep. Crouching low, Devin dashed into the darkness surrounding the camp. After going
several feet, he stopped and listened. Nothing, there was only the sound of the flowing river very close to him
now.

His eyes adjusted to the darkness and he could once again make out the outline of the dark tents. Crouched
low and moving quietly, he made his way into the camp. Again, he stopped, but heard nothing. He
approached the first tent. Looking to his right, then left, he brought himself up to the front opening. It was
unzipped, allowing him to slip inside unhampered.

Once inside, he saw that it was deserted. Devin could pick out the form of an empty cotand a couple of
backpacks. This was either Uncle Ned’s or his father’s tent. Men’s boots were under the cot, seemingly
awaiting the return of their owner. Finding nothing amiss, he slipped out of the tent and headed to the next
one. Once inside, he could see that a struggle had taken place. The floor of the tent was scattered with clothes
and papers. Someone was hurt he surmised, after finding a small bit of blood over by the cot. His heart was
racing now, every sense alert. This was Aunt Les’ tent. A hairbrush was thrown in the middle of a pile of
woman’s clothing.

The hair was standing up on the back of his neck as he exited this tent. He decided to hide the jeep and
himself until morning. Finding his way back to the vehicle, he looked inside before climbing behind the
wheel. Devin left the headlights off as he started the engine, then put the jeep in reverse, and started backing
up the road. He turned off the main lane into the thick brush, heading away from the river. His mind was
alive with imagined images of murder and mayhem. He knew, however, nothing could be accomplished
until morning. He needed the light of day to start tracking his dad.

He decided to hide himself and the jeep in an old dry spring bed he knew was quite a distance away from the
camp. Devin hoped his memory was good as driving without lights was adding more tension to his already
taut nerves. He found the spring bed after a few wrong turns and backed the jeep under an overhanging tree.
I should be well-camouflaged, he thought. Devin then backtracked on foot as far as possible while he
obliterated the jeep’s telltale tire tracks. Once back inside the vehicle, he made himself as comfortable as
possible in the front seat.

Trying to keep awake and eyes straining to pick up any different sights or sounds, Devin rehashed in his
mind what he discovered at the camp. His father and Uncle Ned’s tents showed no signs of struggle. Les’,
however, was an entirely different story. The only evidence of a possible struggle was the blood on the tent
floor. Apparently the intruder looked for something he surmised. The search left the tent in quite a mess. He
could only hope that the blood was from one of the tests that were performed. He prayed it wasn’t his aunt’s.

Devin strained to hear and see all around him. Nothing unusual, only the normal night sounds of the
animals could be heard. He had only a few hours to wait before sunrise.



The sound of a gunshot jerked him awake. The sun was just coming up over the trees. A fog rolled in and
visibility was minimal. Devin held his breath; he had to pinpoint where the sound originated before he made
any moves. There! Another shot. It definitely came from the direction of the camp. He knew he was far
enough away that the starting of the jeep could not be heard. Starting the engine, he slowly made his way out
from under the cover of the tree. Taking the back trails for quite a distance so he wouldn’t be seen by anyone
on the main road, Devin made his way back toward Aunt Martha’s. Saying a silent prayer that everything
was all right there, he pulled back on to the main road to make better time after he was sure no one heard
him. Please let them be safe, was all he could think of the whole way back.

Adrift
May 31, 2001

“Miss, miss, can you hear me?” Sheriff Doug Manning bent over the inert form of the severely injured Jane
Doe.

The door opened, and Dr. Kevin Conner strode purposely toward Sheriff Manning. “I thoughtI told you not
to come in here.”

“It’s been over a week. I have to get some answers if I'm to find out who she is.” Doug Manning
straightened. He stood with his feet apart, hands on hips, an angry flush creeping up his neck.

“You mean find out what she can tell you about her attacker.”
Doug nodded. “That, too. Look, she may have family worried about her—”

Dr. Connor walked around the hospital bed, then looked across at the angry lawman. “We’ll discuss this
outside.”

Doug took another look at the sleeping form on the bed, then walked to the door. He waited while the
doctor tended to his patient. She whimpered, probably in pain. Dr. Conner frowned and injected something
into her IV

tube. Finally he motioned Doug outside and pulled the door closed.

“Okay, I'm not bothering your patient now, but I have to get some answers and soon.”

Dr. Conner crossed his arms and faced the irate sheriff. “Listen, this woman has been through hell,
physically. She’s been beaten, has a broken wrist, is nearly totally dehydrated, and over half her body is
severely sunburned.”

Doug nodded through the Doctor’s whole dissertation, and then spoke.

“I'm aware of her injuries. I met the Coast Guard when they brought her to shore. 'm amazed she survived.”

“Yeah. It’s anyone’s guess how many days she floated in that dinghy.”

“So when can 1 talk to her?”



Dr. Conner shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. She could awaken at any minute, or it could be days,
weeks even. Her inability to awaken is a result of the trauma she’s experienced.”

The sheriff ran his fingers through his hair. “Listen, I'm not trying to be a hard-ass here. I'm trying to do my
job, Dr. Conner. Thelady’s a crime victim. She could still be in danger.”

“Danger?”

“Yeah. If someone left her for dead and finds out she’s not...” He shrugged. “So it’s important that I
question her.”

“If it will make you feel any better, I'll make sure you are called the minute she wakes.”

Doug nodded. “I guess I have no other recourse, but I will be droppingin, on a daily basis, to check on her
progress.”
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(Prologue) With the darkness and the music, all the laughter and chatter,
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A Gree McKmvzm Mystery

no one
noticed the crack in the concrete.

By the time the party hit its stride shortly before nine p.m., the fifteenth
floor penthouse of the new beachfront condominium was as fragrant as a
candle shop. Besides an assortment of perfumes, the smells ranged from
the fragrance of a gardenia stuck in a shapely guest’s sleek black hair to
the tang of a spicy cheese dip. Evan Baucus, The Sand Castle’s developer,
took it all in from the place of honor he had staked out for himself at the
center of the crowded parlor. His wife Greta, blonde, half his age, stood at
his side. She welcomed the guests with a slender hand and a deceptively
naive smile. What they noticed most about her was a Dolly Parton
profile.

Among those invited were several dignitaries from the Pensacola area, a scattering of prospects, people who
had bought condos in the building, local real estate brokers and agents, and several others involved in the
venture, including General Contractor Claude Detrich and Architect/Engineer Tim Gannon.

It was October, a Friday, the evening still quite warm. A breeze blowing off the Gulf of Mexico fluttered past
red damask draperies flanking the French doors that led to the balcony. Gannon stood alone near the arched
entrance off the carpeted elevator foyer, a solemn figure dressed in tan gabardine slacks, yellow sport shirt,
open collar, a lightweight blue blazer topping off the outfit. Having arrived late, he glanced about with a
detached look.

Considering the enormous amount of money at stake and the snail pace of sales, Tim thought the developer
should have been a bit uneasy. If he was, he hid it well as he glad-handed a tall, thin man with a stubby
beard. Baucus had a stocky frame clad in a steel gray suit. Dapper was the only word to describe him, from
the well-groomed brown hair, every strand in place, to the full but neatly trimmed mustache and the mirror
shine on the black designer shoes.

Claude Detrich strolled over, a beer clutched in one beefy hand. He nudged Tim’s shoulder with a
denim-covered elbow. “Looks like Evan’s kissin’ a little ass with the commissioner,” Detrich said with a
chuckle.

The contractor was a hulk of a man proportioned like a pro wrestler. He had black, bristly hair he kept cut
short and gray eyes deep-set beneath heavy brows. The result was almost a Frankenstein’s monster look,
which fit a man with the finesse of an oilfield roustabout and the reputation of a brawler.

“Who’s the guy?” Tim asked.



“Escambia County Commissioner Forrest England. OI’ Evan’d like to put him in a three-bedroom unit.”
“T'll bet he would.”

Perdido Key, the location of Tim’s crowning achievement of design and engineering, stretched outas a
snake-like finger of sand from below the Pensacola Naval Air Station. The barrier island lay in the southwest
corner of Escambia County, Florida.

With The Sand Castle all but finished, Tim knew he should be celebrating like the others. But for the past
few months, he’d had a bad feeling about the project. A feeling he hadn’t been able to shake.

The crack started at one edge of the balcony, where a hurricane that had hit the Florida panhandle back in
July had weakened the joint not long after the concrete had been poured. Subsequent rains had seeped in,
chewing out the sub-structure.

Tall and lean at forty-two, Tim walked across the room with head erect, shoulders square, showing some of
the military bearing that was a holdover from his days as a Navy pilot. That had been a long time ago. He
was known now for his ability to dream in the abstract, then shift his focus to apply bold concepts of space
and aesthetics with engineering precision.

It wasn’t design or engineering that concerned him at the moment, however. It was construction. Tim kept
his eye on Detrich as the big man with the earrings, the Rolex, the gaudy finger bands and clothes that
appeared just off a rack at Goodwill, strode out through the French doors.

Tim saw nearly a dozen people milling around in the light that spilled from inside, talking animatedly and
sipping bubbly drinks. The balcony was one of his signature elements, a cantilevered structure that projected
out like a drawbridge from an ancient castle entrance. The design included a railing and chains that reached
down from the wall as if waiting to pull the bridge up. The chains served no structural purpose, of course.
The balcony’s stability stemmed from the steel reinforcing bars buried in the concrete.

Detrich was one of the problems that had led to Tim’s concern over the project. Tim didn’t trust him, didn’t
like his tough-guy attitude or his volatile temper. There had been too many requests for changes that could
have compromised the structure. Just little stuff that would save money, the contractor claimed. Minor
details. Whatever the reasons, Tim didn’t buy them. He and Detrich had almost come to blows once, which
Tim knew could have been a painful mismatch.

Tim turned away from the balcony toward one of the bars set up on either side of the large room that was
the centerpiece of the penthouse suite. The four-bedroom, four-and-a-half-bath unit carried a price tag of
nearly a million dollars. Yet unsold, the unit was fully furnished in Mediterranean décor, thanks to a
Pensacola furniture store whose name appeared on a small sign.

A keyboard, guitar and bass played Send in the Clowns from a mini-stage set between two potted palms.
Despite a valiant effort, the combo fought a losing battle. Too many clowns were drowning them out with a
confusion of small talk that had risen in volume with the movement of the clock.

As Tim headed for the bar, he felt a tap on his shoulder. Looking around, he saw a handsome couple barely
younger than himself. Both were tall and tanned. The man had wavy blond hair and a look that appeared a
cross between an impish grin and a sneer. The woman was close enough that Tim could smell the
provocative scent of Shalimar. She had brownish-yellow hair and a striking figure accented by a colorful



dress that displayed flowers and fish and birds, something that might have been pulled from a collection at
Hilo Hattie’s. What she did not wear was a smile.

“Hello, Boz,” Tim said, attempting to appear indifferent. Bosley Farnsworth had been a thorn in his side
through much of the construction process. He was the Threshold Inspector, an engineer licensed by the state
and hired to oversee the job.

Farnsworth swirled his cocktail glass with one hand and laughed. “Evan Baucus damn sure knows how to
throw a party, doesn’t he? Lighten up, Tim. This is the big night. We’ve made it to the climax.”

Farnsworth winked at the woman beside him.

Sherry Hoffman looked across at Tim through intense brown eyes. Her voice hinted of suppressed
indignation. “Congratulations. I guess you’ll be going back to Nashville to bigger things now.”

Out beneath the stars and the soft glow of a rising moon, the music flowing through the doorway changed to
a staccato Spanish beat, ratcheting up a few decibels. Two couples began doing a lively imitation of a
flamenco dance. As they clapped and stomped, the crack in the balcony widened. No one heard the
crunching, grinding sound of the concrete giving way, but the screams of terror that followed sent hairs
bristling on the necks of everyone inside.

Claude Detrich had just stepped back through the door. He spun around and gawked as he saw the balcony
tilting downward, like a true drawbridge, headed in the wrong direction. The chains held, then snapped.
Fortunately, it was enough time for some of the revelers to grab the vertical iron supports or the top rung of
the railing.

“Oh, my God.”

That was all Detrich could mutter as he stared down through the dim moonlight at the sight of people
clinging frantically to the black wrought iron sides, others heaped against the railing at the bottom like a pile
of dirty clothes.

Responding to the commotion, Tim ran across to the doorway and darted a startled look past Detrich.
What he saw was unbelievable.
The impossible had happened.

Tim’s naval training had taught him to react instantly to emergencies. He turned to Sherry Hoffman, who
had walked up behind him.

“The balcony gave way!” he yelled. “Call 911.”
He directed another shout at Detrich. “Get a fire hose!”

Tim stepped over to the window that faced one side of the balcony. He knew every intimate detail of every
feature in the building and quickly detached the glass pane, dropping it to the carpet. Stripping off his jacket,
he clutched the window facing with one hand, swung a leg out and stretched his other arm down toward a
girl who clung frantically to the railing.

No matter how hard he stretched, he couldn’t quite reach her.



“Climb like it’s a ladder,” he called, attempting to keep his voice calmer than he felt.
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Chapter 1

He crouched in the cemetery that embraced three sides of
the hillside parking lot

across from Bradley Memorial Hospital. A massive family
marker shielded him from view, yet allowed him a clear
view of the steps, the street and the door of the Emergency
Room. Dark clouds slid across the surface of the moon.
Lights set high on piles around the perimeter of the lot sent
finger shadows groping among the cars.

The watcher straightened and edged from behind the grave

marker. White puffs from the shallow, rapid breaths he

took coalesced around his face. He held his body as rigid as
a tombstone. As he waited for the evening nurses to end their tour of duty and hurry across the street to
their cars, his narrowed eyes focused on the brightly lit hospital entrance, Every night for a week, he had
watched while excitement and anticipation had circled like a swarm of hornets. Would she come tonight?

“I'll never leave you.” When he was eight, Mommy had said the words that had become his litany. That
broken promise had brought him here.

He stared at the steps. When would Susan come?

When Mommy was a patient, Susan had been her favorite nurse. He had liked Susan, too, but she hadn’t
stopped those other people from hurting Mommy. His shoulders tensed.

“I'll never leave you. They’ll have to kill me first.”

The night Mommy had died was etched in his memories. On that dreadful night, he had begun his plan to
make them pay.

Mommy would be unhappy about what he meant to do. To her, nurses were special and Susan more
wonderful than the rest.

He rocked from his heels to his toes. The last time he had disobeyed, Mommy had threatened to tell
everyone how bad he was. He had promised her he would be good. His hands curled into fists. Sometimes,
he wanted to feel the heat of accomplishment so much he felt sick.

He gulped a breath. Tonight the heat would blossom and he would feel powerful again.

Susan was like Mommy. She would tell. He chewed on his lower lip. Her death would set him free to still



