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			Prologue

			The castle was going down, thanks wholly to her birds. Queen Dante sat upon her horse and watched as stone after stone crumbled to the ground. In a matter of moments, not only were the walls to the fort destroyed, but the king inside his castle was dead as well. Turning her mount, she headed back to the encampment to ready herself for the long ride home. The birds joined her not a half hour later, their large bodies covered in dust and blood.

			“You have done well, my darlings.” They could understand her and she them, but no one else could. She had made them what they were, and she would be the only one to control them. “Have you fed well on his dying cattle? How does it serve a man to have his food dying? His people, they were fed no better, I saw.”

			The falcon—she had never named them—told her that the people were headed west. In a few months, maybe less, they would all be dead too. It bothered them when the people suffered because of the king or queen of the castle, but it was to be. Dante could not care for any more in her own keep.

			No one would attack her keep. If they tried, she knew them to be too stupid or too drunk on their own mead. She had her birds, all of them bigger than life, made large by magic that she gave them. Looking at them as they landed around her, forever keeping her safe, she wondered why she had not thought of it sooner, when her king was still alive.

			“I would have set you upon him. You could have eaten him for your dinner. Though I suspect that it would have given you a great deal of belly pains.” The hawk told her that she was lucky he had died the way he had. That she would have killed him the first time he’d drawn back. No one would harm her again. “Yes, I guess that you would have. But I suffered greatly when he was living. No children to give me comfort in my old age. Though they might have been just like him, and that would have been too much to bear.”

			She would never marry again. Love wasn’t something she searched for. Not that she didn’t have someone to warm her bed on occasion, but it was nice to be able to send them on their way when she had finished with them. Her heart belonged to no one, and she would not submit to another man taking to her bed by force. All would be well—no one would threaten to come and take over her home. It was a safe place for all.

			The hawk used her beak to put delicate things upon the backs of the others. There was aplenty this time—barrels of smoked meats; pottery that they would use like it wasn’t worth a king’s gold. They raided the castle each time they conquered. Hawk was the best at getting in and out before they took the place to the grounds.

			The eagle took off toward home. She would let the people know that Dante was returning simply by showing up. They would have a feast this night. The food upon the eagle’s back would feed them for many days. The barrels of spices, found horded in the lower levels of the castle, would go a long way toward helping them trade for what they did not grow. 

			The phoenix, by far the most deadly of her birds, shed her feathers in anticipation of getting new ones. After a battle she would begin anew, each time getting stronger, and her feathers, brilliant now, would be brighter still. She could flame a fire so hot that stone would crumble under a man’s feet. The ground would no longer hold a seed within its belly to produce food, and she could kill a man with a single breath so that there would be nothing left of his body.

			Dante loaded the last of her things onto the back of the owl. She might be small, she had always thought, but she could carry more than her own weight. And she could pick up her horse, used to flying through the sky like a bird himself, and take him back to the castle as well. He would be fed and groomed before Dante ever landed on the ground.

			The vulture squawked at her and she turned to look at the two men there. They looked as if they might have been about to kill her, but the sight of such large birds had thrown them off their duty. In no time at all the vulture snapped both of them up and ate them down. A gruesome sight, but one that filled her heart with joy. She was safe again. The vulture took off too once she was loaded up.

			“Well, my falcon, it is just you and I left.” She told her that she was still armed. “Yes, well, probably not too bad of an idea seeing that they nearly shot us.” 

			The falcon laid her body to the ground. She was the only one that was fitted with a seat, one that Dante rode on. Scouring the area, Dante, as always, made sure that the place she’d camped in was as neat and clean as she’d found it—sometimes in better shape. 

			As she climbed on the back of her bird, she held her breath. “I do hate the height. I should have thought this through when I turned you into my warriors.” Her laughter, should there have been someone around to hear it, might have caused them to think her insane. “Homeward, my love, and we shall eat well tonight.”

			She took no one with her on her battles except the birds. That was why, she believed, her people were so loyal to her—she protected them, fed them better than she did herself, and made sure that there was plenty for them to trade and share for things that she did not provide for them. 

			The soil was rich, and would give forth a bounty like no other gardens. Flowers grew that were woven into pretty things and traded. There was a smithy available, as well as a doctor who doubled as a dentist. They had even acquired a grave digger, who also made markers.

			A single merchant came by often, and his wagon, filled when he arrived, would be nearly empty when he left. With him came the latest news, and any posts that he had been asked to bring to the people. He would also, for a small coin, take out letters for the next time he was in the keep of a relative or friend. And today, there was such a missive. But it was for her, from someone that she’d hoped never to hear from again—the king of all the lands, who ruled the area around the seas, including where she lived. He was the only man that she answered to, though it wasn’t with any kind of happiness on her part.

			After the others were settled down and the food that had been brought put into storage, she sat down and wasn’t surprised that the falcon came to see her. The room that she was in—the throne room, for lack of a better term—had no roof, and six perches for the birds when they wished to see her. Otherwise, they sat upon the top of the castle turrets, watching for anything that might befall them.

			“I am to wed. The king of all the lands, he has decided that my castle is the best there is, and he will marry me himself.” The falcon asked about his castle. “He says that it will be his son’s, which he does not have as yet. His last five wives only gave him daughters, from what I have heard, and they did not last long afterwards.”

			The falcon asked her what she would do. Dante knew what would happen to her should he come here—he would kill her. Being in her fortieth summer, she was much too old to bear any children, and he would do better with a younger bride. One that could birth him the sons that he wanted.

			“He will kill me. We both know that. And you six will kill him or be killed. I worry so much for the people here too.” Dante thought of several plans and threw them out. It was in her head that if she should die, then she would do so on her own terms. “I will need a day to think on this. In the meantime, he says that he will be here in the new year. That will give us a month to provide for the people and make sure that they are not harmed.”

			~*~

			Dante worked as hard as the rest of her people. With her hair up in a rag, she didn’t look any different than any of the other men and women that toiled with her. There was much to be done in the little time that they’d been allotted. Today they were drying all the beef and goat meat they had. It would last them for several months—where she was sending them for safety, they’d need that extra time. Long enough for them to breed more of their cattle and goats so there would always be food for them to eat. 

			“What of the dried herbs that are left, my lady? There are barrels of it packed away for the trip. Shall we put them in bags to go?” She shook her head. “There will be no more barrels to use until the morn. What shall we do?”

			“Leave them. There is very little, correct?” The man said that there wasn’t enough for a good strong stew. “Good. They will think that you all died off from lack of planning, and that will keep you safe for a longer time. Leave it for them so that when the keep and castle are in ruin, the king will understand why.”

			Not that anyone was going to be coming to the castle to live, she thought. There were things in motion that would make sure that everything here was gone well before the lands were walked upon again. 

			She looked to the sky when a dark shadow fell over her. Her hawk was making her way to the village that Dante had set up. Long ago, Dante had purchased lands far from where she was now, and put them in the name of Mercy Dante. She knew so much about all their futures that it made her so sad to know that she’d never be there to see it happen.

			“My lady?” She looked at her man of arms, a man that had very little work to do but was brave and true to her. “We have plenty of things to go on the next load if you have a desire to send it on. Do you still wish for some of the armed men to go with them this time? I’m to understand that we’re to fell trees for homes.”

			“Yes, that would be good. How many men can you spare today?” He told her all that she had. “Then send them on. I know that some of you are frightened to ride the birds, but you should have no fear. They would no more harm you than they would me.” He nodded and looked at her hawk. “I shall send you all on her. She is the most gentle of the six of them.”

			The carrier had been fashioned a week ago. It had upset her that it had taken so long to get it right, but it was safe now, and that was all she wanted. There were only a few short weeks to get the people gone from here with all that would keep them safe. Now all she had to do was make sure that the birds didn’t know the last of her plans.

			The platform had been made from several drawbridges from castles that they’d taken over. She had known that saving them would be helpful, but it had taken a great deal more work than she’d expected to put them together and have her fishermen weave a netting to carry it with. After several trials and failures, the carrier worked.

			Loading up the men on the first run of people, she noticed that they had put the several men that were afraid of the ride in the middle. One of them, a hardy man otherwise, had been knocked out with much wine. It had been funny to all around that it had taken so little of the wine to do that to him. But they didn’t know that she’d given him a bit of magic to help him travel. All was well when her hawk took off with the several dozen men to start on the homes that would be needed.

			Barrels would be next. They had been sealed by magic that would keep them well preserved. The other birds, her warriors for all time, had been taking jewels and other items to a cave that she had also covered in magic. It would help the people of the new village for as long as they lived, well beyond her body being anything but dust.

			Dante watched as several more people were taken to the new village. She would allow them to name their new place, so long as it would never be attached to the name of the castle. That would be bad for them, and would bring much trouble onto their heads. When her hawk landed, she went to ask how things were progressing.

			“Well, my lady. They were no more off the platform for seconds when they started to work. I believe that you were good to get them started on this. ‘Tis only late winter, so they should be able to have a few of the buildings up before the rest are moved.” Dante agreed with her. No one else could understand the birds but her. It had, she knew, kept everyone safe all these years. “I can only make two trips there and back, my lady. ‘Tis not a long way by the way we fly, but the pack is heavy. Please forgive me for that.”

			“You have nothing to be sorry for, my bird of prey. You have done one more than I had hoped for this day. And when the others have finished their tasks for me in carrying away the riches and other things that they will need, then it will take no time at all to move the rest. Nay, you have done well this day in taking the men, and then the food to feed them while there.” 

			Her hawk, who would someday be called Blaze, bowed before her. 

			Stacking up the loads that would be going on the platforms, she could see that they’d be taking away the last of it only the day before the king was to arrive. Dante was glad now that she had such good people working for her. They had asked nothing as to why they were doing this, but had done it for her, when in reality, it was all for them and her birds.

			Dante knew that the king would never make it to her keep. His ship and all his bounty would be deep in the waters he would try to cross to kill her and take her castle. The man was a fool to think that she would easily do what he wanted. But her plan still needed to be carried out…there would be other kings who thought to claim her land.

			Wiping at a tear, she looked around the keep she’d worked so hard to keep everyone safe in. It was then that she saw her son.

			Duncan was everything that she was and more. Each time she saw her son she would give him a little more of herself, teach him something of running a castle. He knew what he was to her, and that Mary was doing her a great favor in keeping him safe. Duncan would be a greater king than she ever was a queen, which was how it should be. She was glad now that she’d told him that he was to be mated to one of her birds. 

			Leaving him to his work, she entered the castle to see what else was there that she could easily live without. There was very little left as it was, but she moved from room to room to make sure that nothing was left behind of any value. The only thing that she could see in the great room was the painting of herself. 

			Dante wished so many times that she could have put her son’s portrait there with hers, but it was not to be. It would have been foolhardy to think that she’d be able to keep him safe if she was to let it be known that he’d been born to her. Other kingdoms would have done a great many things to have captured him to bring her to heel. Dante would do anything to keep him safe, including submit to a man again—a thing that she never wanted to do again in her lifetime.

			“I shall give this to our falcon.” She turned her head enough to find Duncan behind her and the doors closed to anyone walking around. “She will be a great person, I think. Sour to many except the one that she will love.”

			“You have seen this?” Duncan said that he’d seen a great many things. “Well, you know as well as I that it might not turn out the way we see it. There can be changes, you know.”

			“This I am aware of. As well as you not living past when the last person is taken from here.” She turned to look at him then, trying to see just what he was seeing. “I shall forever miss you, Mother.”

			It was the first time he’d called her that. Her heart, so tender of late, felt like it would burst into tears at all that would be gone in so short a time. Hugging him to her, she could feel that his body was getting stronger daily. He knew how to work, and did it without complaint.

			“I have been writing a book. It is just for you, my son. You will know things that I have known for some time. It will replenish the riches that I have put aside for you. Also how to keep the birds safe should they need it.” He nodded. “I will give it to Mary on the day that you travel. I do not want the others to know that you are my son, even after all is finished here.”

			“They will only know me as a man that you trusted. But I will need to tell them at some point. This you know as well as I. I will be their king when they need me.” She nodded, tears flowing quickly now. “Mother, you do know that I will take care that they are as safe as you made them here?”

			“I do, my son. I know that better than you could. You are not anything like your father, a cruel and terrible man. When you marry, and you will, I want you to know that she will only love you if you give her your heart. It’s important that you do that for her.” He said that he would. “Let her strength help you when you know that you are not armed to do it on your own. She will love you more and respect you forever for that.”

			“Will she be stronger than me, Mother?” Dante told him that she was sure of it. “Then I will be for her what you have been for these people—a person of worth. I promise you I will also protect her forever.”

			“That is all that anyone can do for their mate, my child.” He hugged her, something that neither of them were able to do often. “I shall miss you, Duncan, much more than I could ever explain to you. Go forth, protect all the people of your kingdom, and do what I say. Love your mate more than anyone, including yourself, and the two of you will be able to move mountains.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Blaze had been staying at the hotel nearest the business of the man who had fucked up her blueprints for three days. It was better than her having to drive the twenty minutes both ways daily, she thought. It didn’t seem that they were any closer to getting this resolved than they had been when she’d first called the company. Deter Prints had a great deal to answer for.

			When she made something, a toy to be put together, she would have the company make blueprints. It helped with the size of each piece and the way they had to fit together every time, so that she could have the piece manufactured correctly the first time they made them.

			Not just her either. There were a total of sixteen companies for which he’d contracted to make the blueprints from the specs that the other companies gave him, so they could manufacture their products having pieces that they could cut out and put together. However, he was sending them shitty blueprints with poor craftsmanship, and was making the correct blueprints for himself, perfectly this time. He would then put them into production at his own plant with his own name on them. 

			Deters would send back the work he was supposed to be doing for these companies, the specs blueprints, with so many flaws in them that it was little wonder they didn’t come out the way that they should have. Lucky for her, she’d only worked one week with the mistake before noticing the flaw, and hadn’t produced any of the products to go out. Some of the other fifteen companies had produced over a million of the suckers, and had shipped them out to customers. That didn’t bode well for their customer service and high-quality output.

			Have you heard anything to do with your prints from Lilly? I mean, has she gotten it any closer so that you can come home? She told Mercy that she had actually, and that she was just sitting around on her ass waiting until Mercy called to tell her it was okay for her to come home. You’re not in a very good mood, are you? This is really messing with our spring line of production. Don’t they know that?

			Yes. They know what we’re all up against. It’s about the only thing I say to them every time they ask me if I’ve had this sort of trouble before. I think they figured that if we were putting out a product for one whole season away, then we’d have to be the last one they fuck with. Mercy told her to behave. I don’t fucking want to behave. I want to find this Lloyd Deter and crush him with my beak. I want to hunt him down, tear out his little tiny throat, then spit on his burning fucking building.

			All right. I can tell you’re upset. When Mercy laughed, Blaze wanted to fly there and kill her too. Not that she’d be able to, but it sounded nice in her head. Want me to come and stay with you? I don’t think it will improve your mood, but at least you’d have someone to bicker at for a little while.

			No. I’ll be fine. But it just seems as if they’re taking forever to do one thing. Since Deter never had enough time to work with our design, I see no reason for us to have to wait around to have our blueprints released. It’s not like I don’t know how to fix it. I did that while they made me sit around and wait for them. Christ, this is stupid. Mercy asked if Jude had figured out anything. She’s working from her offices today. She told me that there isn’t any reason why they haven’t released us yet to start producing. But she said that it was a great deal of money that they’re dealing with on their end, and they want to make sure that everyone gets what’s coming to them.

			I can understand that. Blaze could as well, but that didn’t make it any easier on her waiting around for it to be all right. I’ll tell you what I can do. There are a number of things I want to deal with in our town. I could send them to you and have you look them over. You might have a few suggestions on getting things done while you’re waiting.

			That would be great. I’m bored mostly, and that doesn’t make me any less needy to get my ass home. Mercy told her she’d send them out now. Thanks. Also, I was wondering what our plans were for Thanksgiving. What with you having a family, I thought that we’d not ignore it, but go all out this year and visit New Village. I want to see the castle. I need to feel our roots around me again. 

			I was thinking that as well. I don’t know about the castle, however. I know that it’s in ruin. Do you really want to go there and be reminded of all we lost? I’ll have to give that some thought. Blaze had not thought of that. But I’d love to go to New Village with you. I’m not sure how many people are still there that we might have known, but we can go there.

			Setting up a time to gather all the other birds together, they made plans to talk about it then. The thought of seeing the castle in disrepair was heartbreaking. It had been their beginning, their life for so very long. Then the six of them, per the queen’s request, had destroyed not only the castle and its walls, but the queen as well. 

			The phone ringing startled her, and Blaze answered it with her usual pissy mood. The person on the other end laughed, and Blaze smiled. It was Clara. She’d know her laughter anywhere. 

			“I have good news for you, and bad. Which would you like first?” She told her that she wanted the bad first. “Good, I was hoping you’d say that. Mr. Deter died of a massive heart attack last night in his home. He must have known it was coming on, because there was a note saying how sorry he was. I think last night was a stab in the heart to most of you, but that’s just me.”

			“Now what happens? I mean, that’s a great deal of money no one can collect on now, correct?” Clara told her that was the good news. “I don’t understand.”

			“Mr. Deter had a sixty million dollar insurance policy on himself and his business. Since he cannot run the business any longer, the money basically becomes part of the building. So the money will be there for all of you to collect on. Problem is, there is still the building and the people that work here. Most of them have only been working here for about five years. The rest since they were in their teens, so they’re ready to retire anyway. Know anyone that might like to purchase a solid—up until recently—printing company? Blaze asked if she was asking her to purchase it. “I am. You could do worse than having your own company that could make blueprints for you. From what I’ve understood from the people working here, Mr. Deter hasn’t been making the blueprints for some time now. Only the sixteen that were screwed up.”

			“How much do you know about the company itself?” Clara, the FBI agent that was in charge of the investigation, said that she knew all the specs on the company, but it was the people that she didn’t know. “Do you know if it was in the black before all this shit hit the fan?”

			“It was. Still is, now that the insurance money is coming directly to it. After payroll to the people working from home right now because of the investigation, and paying out for the loss of each of you, there will be enough to do the upgrades that were in the works before this all happened. Not that I’m taking his side or anything, but I think that was his plan with the money that he was stealing from the companies. I mean, I could be wrong, but that is what I’m thinking after talking to the bank. Who, I should add, had turned him down for any money. Something about his age and how the computer industry is making his job obsolete.”

			“Banks—you gotta love them.” Blaze thought that it was a good idea to buy the business, but had to talk to the other birds. “How long do I have to get an answer to you?”

			“Not me, the bank. They’re ready to take it now, as a matter of fact. The only reason I know that is because the banker and his minions have been here every day since this began. I haven’t any idea why it’s suddenly worth his time, but I think he has other plans for the place. I’m thinking that he has an idea to make a buck or two the same way that Deter Prints did. Not the same way, I guess, but still bilking people out of something good. That’ll be bad news for the people working here.” Mercy asked the banker’s name. “Get this—his name is Jacob Banks. Yes, I was surprised too. But he is here now. If you were to, I don’t know, call the corporate offices, you might be able to get it before he does. Just a thought.”

			Instead of talking it over with her sisters, she called the corporate office and asked to speak to the bank president. She knew the man very well—they’d dealt with him recently on another matter. Today he took her call within minutes of her being put on hold.

			“Blaze, my dear, how are you? Please tell me that you’ve decided to marry me and make me the happiest man in the entire world.” She laughed when he did. The man was younger than her, of course, but he was pushing seventy if not older. “I am at your disposal. What can I do for you?”

			“I’d like to purchase the Deter Printing building, lock, stock, and barrel. That is, if you can cut me a good deal since it’s going to go under within the next few days. I’m part of the scandal that is going on there. Now that I’ve been cleared and Mr. Deter has died from a heart attack, I’d like to take it over so that first of all, this never happens again. Also, I can keep the two hundred employees there off the unemployment line and using your banks.” He told her that he’d have to look into that, that he’d not heard a thing about any of this. “That doesn’t surprise me at all, if you want the truth of it. But I would appreciate it if you could look quickly. It’s my understanding that the local banker for your bank is there now trying to buy it cheaply. I don’t know what his plans for it are, but you know me well enough to know that I won’t do anything underhanded for you or the banks you own.”

			“Yes, I trust you more than my own wife, though I’d never say that to her. I wonder if he has any idea that’s against our company policy.” She said that she didn’t know. “You hang on a moment, Blaze, and let me see what I can do for you. If there are no liens on it on our end, I don’t know why I couldn’t cut you a good deal.”

			David Riker put her on hold, and she didn’t mind waiting this time. She did do some research on the local bank to see if she could find not just a name for the manager, but anything else she could find on him. 

			His name was Jacob Banks, just as she’d been told by Clara. He’d been working at this particular bank for several years. As she dug deeper, using the darkest part of the web to get all the dirt she could on the man, Blaze found out that not only had he pulled this crap before, but he’d used bank money to purchase the buildings and pocketed all the profits when he sold them. Double dealing was what she called that. She asked Jude to see what she could find out about his accounts.

			“I don’t want you to think that I’ve forgotten you, my dear. But I’m having a bit of trouble finding Mr. Banks.” She told him that he was at the building in question. “Just what I thought. I’m sure you have a bit more information than I will ever find on the man, so why don’t you tell me what you’ve found out? I should have hired you and your sisters a very long time ago.”

			She told him everything that she’d been able to find. After talking to Jude the second time, Blaze had even more information to give him, none of it any good. The man was stealing from the hand that fed him.

			“From what we’ve been able to unearth, he has an account overseas, to which he funnels the money he makes off the buildings he double deals in. After that, the money is moved again, this time to two different accounts that are in his name and that of his wife, Mildred.” David asked her if she could put the money back. “I can if that’s what you want. Where do you want it?”

			“Put it in a holding account. I’m setting that up as we speak. How much is in the two accounts?” She told him. “Oh my, he has been busy. I’ll open three accounts, and you put one third of it in each of them. Then you and I will talk about the building and my giving it to you for a job well done.” 

			“You don’t have to do that, David. I’m just glad I could help.” He said that he insisted. “All right. Thank you. If you’d like some help with your buddy at the building, there is a group of FBI agents at the building now. They’re working on figuring out how to get the money back to the companies that were screwed by Lloyd Deter. I can have their leader call you if you’d like.”

			“Excellent. How I wish I could be there when he figures out that we’ve caught him. But catching him at this makes my day far better than I thought it was going to be. I have to tell you, Blaze. I was just going over the books for the company as a whole, and couldn’t figure out why we were losing so much money. I might have to have you look into some of my other banks to figure this out.”

			“Call Jude. She’s the best there is, and the one that found out about this for me.” He said he’d do that, and took her number. “She will be snappish to you a little until you tell her who you are. She’s not any more happy about getting interrupted when working than you are, sir.” 

			After he told her that he’d call Jude, she hung up and called Clara back. After giving her the number and who she was to ask for, she was happy. It was a good thing all the way around. Now she had to tell the sisters of her heart what she’d done. 

			“He’ll be in cuffs before he can calculate what he might be able to steal from the second floor. Thanks, I owe you.” Blaze told Clara that she came out on top, so she considered them even. “This will be a hell of a feather in my hat. Maybe even the promotion that I’ve been hoping for.”

			Good, she thought. She’d go over to the new printing and blueprint design company before going home, and try and see if she’d just made a huge mistake in getting the company. Even for nothing, she’d still have to pay payroll and taxes on the sucker until she could unload it on someone else. Blaze hoped that she had done the right thing.

			~*~

			Clara had it first on her list to call her boss, then she had to call home. Now that things were working toward an end here, she could honestly tell her boss that she had gone a step or two above what she’d been told was needed.

			“The bank president, Mr. Riker, called me direct when he found out that I was working here, and had me arrest Mr. Banks for bank fraud, theft, as well as a couple of other things that he had only just been made aware of. Mr. Banks had an offshore account that someone who’d had their designs tampered with helped me with.” He asked her what was going to happen now with the building. “It’s under new ownership. The people who he stole designs from are going to get a full return on their monies that were taken, as well as the couple of hundred people that work here are going to get paid. It’s a good day, if you ask me.”

			“It is, Ms. Williams. Good job on all this. You keep this up and you’ll be taking my job before too much longer. In fact, I’d like to put you forward for it as soon as I put my notice in for retirement.” She told him that he was much too young for that, rethinking her idea that she wanted to be behind the desk more now that she’d done a good job. “I am in age, yes. But this job will wear you thin if you allow it. I’m an old man because I didn’t make time for myself. You remember that when you take my place.”

			As much as Clara loved to be able to be in the big seat, she really liked what she was doing the more she thought about it. There was a great deal of work that she could do, especially with the help of Blaze and the others. She was afraid that sitting at a desk all day would make her ass huge, like the women she saw in the office all the time. Not to mention, she’d never get to go out and do her job. But she had too many things to think about right now. Taking over the position would have to be low on her list for the moment.

			After making arrangements to get things in order at the printshop, Clara started for her hotel. Another perk that she loved was being able to be in lovely hotels around the world. Calling her brother, she was just telling him what was going on at the plant when he interrupted her.

			“I have a problem.” She asked him what she could do to help him out. “It’s not like that, Clara. I’ve told you before, you cannot save everyone.”

			“But you’re my big brother. I want to save you.” He laughed, but she could tell that he was still upset. “What is it, Bryson? I want to help you with anything.”

			“I know that. But all I need to do is vent. Just let me do that without you trying to fix it for me, all right? Just venting.” As much as she wanted to run home and fix this, she knew that it wouldn’t help him. Bryson was a great guy, and worked hard for a living. “Dad is coming home to visit. I don’t want him here. We just got the house paid off and the taxes caught up. You know as well as I do that he’s going to start gambling again and put the house up for it. I know that it’s in our name now, but he’s too slick for his own good. I thought about changing the locks on the house, then thought, fuck it, I’m going to do it. So yesterday all the locks were changed, and there isn’t any way that he’s going to con me into giving him a key. Also—you’re going to love this—I talked to the local pack, and they’re going to run him off if they see him. I even gave them one of his old shirts to make sure that they’d know who he is.”

			“Good for you.” Bryson laughed. “That’s not really venting, you know. It’s more like you’re proud that you’re going to do what’s right.”

			“I know. I guess I wanted you to tell me that what I did was a good thing, and that I’m not mean for doing this, me being his son and all. That I’m not stupid for locking our own dad out of the house. We’ve worked hard to get this sucker up to par and having it ready for when we have a family. Like that’s ever going to happen.” She told him to hush. “I’m thirty-eight years old, Clara. I think that if I was going to find someone to marry, I would have done it long before now. Anyway, I just wanted to let you know what I’ve done.”

			After making arrangements to have him pick her up at the local car rental in the morning, they disconnected the call. She could have driven to where the plant was in no time, but the plane had been available so she took it. 

			Clara went to take a shower and realized what a wonderful tub she had in her room, and decided to take a long hot soak. It had been a stressful few days, and she was going to treat herself. 

			After filling the tub she slid into the warm water and moaned. It was wonderful how soft the water was. The soapy bubbles smelled so wonderful that she wondered if they’d give her a case to take home. Smiling, she laid there and thought about as little as she could. Clara loved what she did for a living.

			After getting into her jammies, she climbed into bed. It, too, was wonderfully soft, and she closed her eyes before turning off the light. Even the thought of moving to take care of it was too much, and she fell asleep quickly. Oh, to do this every night, was her last thought.

			The phone ringing woke her from a deep sleep. Answering it with her name, she was already pulling on her robe when she had to ask the person on the other end of the line to slow down. It was her dad.

			“You’re to give me a key to the house, young lady. I will not be locked out of my own home like some sort of beggar.” She asked him what he wanted in the house that belonged to him. “That isn’t any of your business. It’s my home, and I’m going to move back into it. I might even kick that brother of yours to the curb. Do you believe that he changed the locks on my house like it belonged to him? I’ll show him who is—”

			“He is the owner. We both are. When you left us high and dry with back taxes and the house falling down around our ears, we paid the taxes off, repaired the things that you left to fall apart, then had the locks changed so that you couldn’t sell it off, or whatever your plans for it were.” He sputtered about how dare the two of them. “Yes, well, how dare you use the money we were sending you to gamble away. You were to use that to keep up with the house and all that was wrong with it. Imagine our surprise when we figured out that not only had you not paid off the mortgage, but you were nearly sixty-thousand dollars in arrears for the taxes. Then there was the roof that had to be repaired. The water bill was overdue. Not to mention—”

			“If it’s fixed up like that, you do know that it’ll be worth more. And what the hell are you doing with a pack of angry wolves on my land? They nearly ripped my pants off running me off. Was that your plan? To have them eat me alive?” She told him it was to keep him away. “Disgraceful thing to do to your own dad. I didn’t raise you to be like that.” 

			“You didn’t have much to do with raising us at all. Had Bryson not found us both a job, we’d have been not only out of a house, but also with no way for us to stay together. All because you wanted to go to another country to lose your money.” He told her that he’d not done any such thing. “You don’t remember calling home and asking one of us to come and get you? To bring you enough money to pay off your gambling debt? I certainly do. You took all the money I had saved up for my college fund for your stupid habit. Well, no more, Dad. We’re done bailing your ass out and letting you ruin things for us. You’re an adult the same as we are. Get yourself a job and play with your own money. We’re finished supporting your habit.”

			“You make it sound as if I’m on drugs. It’s nothing like that. I can quit anytime I like.” She told him that was what all addicts said. “You’re a terrible daughter, Clara. I have a mind not to talk to you anymore. To talk to your own father that way is disrespectful.”

			“I’m sick of bailing you out, Dad. Don’t you see? We tried to get you help three times already. Each time you told us that you were cured. Come to find out, you’d been lying to us all the time about even staying through the entire program. Do you have any idea that you’re sick? I know that someone told you that. You need help, and until you can admit that you have a problem, there is little to nothing we can do to help you anymore. Cutting you off is the only way we can save ourselves. I’m sorry if you think that we’re not doing right by you. But if you really think on it, it’s been a very long time since you’ve done right by Bryson and me.”

			“I didn’t sell you off, did I?” She asked him if that had been on the table. “Of course it was. When I owed people a good deal of money, they said that I could give them you or Bryson for the payment. I didn’t do it, now did I? Not once in all the times I could have sold you off. Not that I might not anyway. You still good looking, Clara?”

			“No, I’m ugly as sin. But really, were you tempted?” He didn’t answer her. “I guess that is very telling, isn’t it? How much, Dad? How much did it take to tempt you to sell off your children, for what I’m assuming was sex, to some person you owed money to?”

			“I didn’t do it, did I? Why is it that you and Bryson always look on the bad things that I do? I do some good stuff, you know. So that should count as something, shouldn’t it?” She told him that it didn’t mean shit if he had thought about it. “You have forever seen the dark side of everything, haven’t you, Clara? My goodness, you’re nothing like me at all. More like your mother. She was a nag too. I don’t know why you have to see that not selling you off was a bad thing. I didn’t do it. Don’t I get any credit for that?”

			“No—no, you don’t. The very fact that you even thought about it is enough for me to hate you.” He told her that she wasn’t being nice to him. “I guess you’d think that, wouldn’t you? I’m not going to help you, not in any way, shape, or form. And after I tell Bryson what you just told me, I’d not count on him ever helping you either. In fact, I’d not go near him for fear of him knocking you three ways from Sunday. To think that you.... You know what? I don’t want to speak to you anymore right now, if not forever. You disgust me.”

			Cutting off the connection, she sat there and thought about how what he’d nearly done affected her. He’d actually thought about it. She knew that he’d not done it, but that didn’t lessen the fact that he might have at any time. Curled into a ball on her bed, Clara wondered, not for the first time, if he was ever going to get help. Now she didn’t even care. She was so upset with him that she didn’t know what to think anymore.

			She must have fallen asleep, because the phone ringing woke her again. This time she looked at who was calling, and it was her brother. Bursting into tears, Clara told him everything that she’d talked about with Dad. Bryson was so pissed off that she could feel it through the phone.

			“I don’t know what to say.” Clara told him that she’d told Dad off. “Good. It’s less painful for him than what I’ve been thinking about doing to the bastard. As much as I hate to say this, since he remembered it so well, I wonder when the last time was that he offered us up. I’m betting that it was recently, and that it was you. Christ, what a deadbeat person. I can’t believe sometimes that we’re even related to the bastard.”

			“I know. I was thinking the same thing last night. No wonder Mom left him. If only we could find her. I’d love to find out why she really left, wouldn’t you?” Bryson said that it wouldn’t do any good, as she’d had nothing to do with them for so long. “I guess you’re right. Anyway, I’m going to see if I can get out of here sooner. Not that I couldn’t just drive home, but I would have to just turn back around and turn in the rental car. I’ll let you know if I do. I just want to go home and scrub this entire conversation off my skin. It’s doubtful that I’ll ever be able to trust him with anything that he says again. Not like I do anyway, but this just makes me sick.”

			“Come home, Clara, and we’ll hang out and eat too much food and write him off as he has us.” She said that she would. “The fucking bastard. I’m going to knock him on his ass the next time he comes around. You can count on that.”

			“Usually I would tell you that you shouldn’t use violence to take care of him, but the way I feel right now, I’d gladly knock him there a couple of times myself.” He told her that he loved her. “I love you too, Bryson. I’ll be home as soon as I can make it.”

			Not only was she able to get an early flight home, but she was home before lunch. She and Bryson stopped for pizza and drinks. Her dad was in for a whole lot of hurt if he came sniffing around them again. The bastard was going to be unwelcome anywhere they were from now on.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Blaze wasn’t thrilled about having to talk to the employees of the new business she owned. Not that she didn’t like to talk—she did that all right. But it was being the center of attention that got her all worked up. And today she was going to have to tell these people what was going on with their new company. She knew it was going to make a few of them quit, but as long as it was the few that she was going to have to fire anyway, she didn’t mind that so much.

			She had to stand up on the table to speak to them all. It annoyed her that there wasn’t even a place to hold meetings like this one in the building. Not yet, at any rate. There were going to be a lot of changes in the next few weeks. The room quieted down and she cleared her throat. 

			“As many of you know, there was a change of management to your workplace.” There was a lot of grumbling, but nothing that she didn’t expect. “As of yesterday morning, my family has taken over. The name will change, and there will be some changes in the way that you’ll work for us, but nothing more. I hope that we can all work well together and—”

			“What happened to Deter?” Blaze asked the man’s name. “Why does that matter? I want to know if you took advantage of the old man.”

			“No, I didn’t do that. But he took advantage of a great many people that trusted him with their designs. And when I ask for your name, Mr. Shoop, I expect you to give it to me. I don’t like searching for it like we’re not going to be working together.” He sat down, acting as if he had no more interest in what she was telling the group. “For the next two weeks you all will be out of the building. And in that time—”

			“How the hell are we supposed to make our bills if you do that? Oh, it’s Mr. Shoop again, in case you didn’t remember. Most of us are working here to pay for things like food and water. You rich people sit around on your asses and make us work for a living while you make money off of us.” She smiled at him. “You think this is funny? I don’t. I’m betting none of the people working—”

			“Perhaps if you shut up, Bill, we can find out the rest of what she was going to tell us. I swear, you are the biggest troublemaker that I’ve ever had the displeasure of working with.” The second man looked at her. “My name is Bryson Williams. I’ve been working here for the last ten years. And if you’d not mind, I’d like to hear what you have to say to us. I’m thinking that you already know most of us, and those of us that you’re not going to keep. So, here’s to hoping I’m not one of them.” He tipped his hat at her.

			“Bryson, you’re staying, should you want. As I was saying, I’m going to be closing down the plant for the next two weeks. You all will be paid what your regular pay is for those two weeks. My sister Remi is going to take the names of those that wish to pick up both checks today or wait and pick them up at the end of the week, the way that you’ve been paid all along.” People were nodding, and she could see that they were more on board than Bill was. “While closed up, we’ll retool the production lines for the product testing before the blueprints are sent out to the customers. The second floor of the building, which I’m to understand has been closed off for some time, will be cleaned, and a cafeteria will be put in. Hot food as well as sandwiches will be served daily. Those will be part of your package that you’ll receive when you return. All the benefits that will be coming to you will be explained when you return. There will be more benefits, instead of things you might lose. I want you to know that is something that we’re working on as we speak.”

			There were a couple of questions, nothing that she didn’t expect, so Blaze answered them. She did noticed that Bryson was taking notes, which was good. Before this meeting, when she and her sisters had gone over the files of each of the people working there, they had singled out Bryson to take over the day to day management of the plant. 

			“Also, we would like to know if you can think of something, just about anything, that would make your working environment better. Bill, you don’t need to comment on this. So unless you have an actual request, then please put your hand back down.”

			Bryson raised his hand. “It would help if we could have a working printer. Not just one to print out paper, but a printer to make the parts that we are developing so that we can see how they will fit together. A 3D printer. I know that they cost a great deal, but it would be saving money in the long run if we could do just what I said. Print out the parts before we put them into production. It would help with sizes, as well as how to fit the pieces together for any manner of things.” 

			“That’s an excellent idea.” She heard Bill say that Bryson was a suck up. “I will look into that as soon as possible.” She was glad that Bill was showing himself to not being a team player. It would make her job of firing him much easier. “Anything else you might have in mind?”

			The meeting lasted for over two hours. Remi, who was helping her, suggested that they order in lunch for them all. Telling her to go ahead, she was glad when the food showed up just as the meeting was ending. She had her own notes to go over, and was glad that she could sit down someplace and work on them. Boxes were available at each desk for the employees to take their things home so that they’d not be lost when the renovations were being done. Of course, Bill had something to say about that as well.

			“You’re firing us all, aren’t you? This is your way of not having to send our things home to us when you do that. Isn’t that right?” She told him that it was just for what she’d said it was. To make sure that his stuff wasn’t lost in the painting and cleaning of the offices. “Sure it is. Sure. And this here lunch, is it another pay off for you to feel better about firing us?”

			“I’m only firing you for now.” There was silence in the room. Forks were halfway to their mouths when she spoke to Bill. “I didn’t want to do this like this, but you forced my hand. I’m sure you won’t mind if the new security team helps you pack up and leave, Mr. Shoop.” 

			The three men that she’d brought over from another of their plants stood near her to take the man away. When Bill only laughed at her, she asked him what he thought was so funny. 

			“You can’t believe that you’re going to be able to run this place without me, do you?” She said that she did believe that. “And what if you can’t? What will you do when I say no to you when you call me back in? I’m not going to leave here like this and be expected to come back when you need me. I want you to know that right up front.”

			“I’m glad to know that. But you’re still fired. If I can’t run this place, which I don’t have any doubt that I can, then I’ll simply find someone that is cooperative, as well as willing to give us a minute or two before they start pointing out what we’re doing wrong. I don’t need the negativity any more than the people working here do.” He laughed again. “Gentlemen, please see Mr. Shoop out and make sure that his badge is disabled, and be sure that only his things go with him. His things, not the company’s.” 

			As soon as his things were packed up, several items that weren’t his put aside, her security team escorted the man out. Almost as soon as the door closed behind him, Bryson started clapping. Soon the rest of them followed suit. It seemed that no one liked the man any more than she did.

			Lunch was fun after that. Not only did each of the people that worked for her now come up to talk to her, but they also were kind enough to tell her their names. Their files, sadly, didn’t have pictures. As soon as the new place opened up, they’d have badges with pictures to make it easier for the newly hired security team to identify everyone that came through the doors. 

			Bryson came up to her table with a plate of food. Almost as soon as she shook his hand, she knew what he was to her. She had a feeling that he did as well. When he sat down across from her, he set his plate down as well, a look on his face that she couldn’t read. She was sure that she was looking the same way. All thoughts of him being the manager for her flew right out the window when she realized that he was her mate.

			“I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do now.” She asked him what it was he wanted to do. “I’m not sure. I honestly don’t have a thought in my head other than that you’re my mate. Aren’t you?”

			“Yes. I don’t suppose you’re related to Clara, are you? I mean, Williams is a pretty common name.” He told her that she was his sister. “You turned in Mr. Deter, too, didn’t you?”

			“I did.” He looked around, then back at her. “I’d rather no one knew about me doing that. It’s hard enough keeping a secret from family. Co-workers are even harder.”

			“You know that you can’t work here now, don’t you?” He asked her why not. “You’re my mate. What do you think people are going to say about you if they find out about how you’re mate to the owner?”

			“That I’m a lucky man? That I’ve hit the jackpot? I don’t know. But then, I’ve only been mated to you for about ten seconds.” She nodded. “I have about ten million questions going through my head right now. None of which I can catch long enough to ask you about it.” 

			“I was going to make you the manager here. I don’t think that will work out well now, do you?” Again, he asked her why not. “I don’t know, really. Because, I guess I thought that you’d want to be a man of leisure.”

			“Are you a woman of leisure? I’m assuming that you have money. Yet here you are working to keep a small printing company running. Also keeping the people here with a job. I’m not much into lying around anymore than I’m betting you are.” She said that she wasn’t. “Good to know. What else do I need to know about you? I can tell you anything that you might not have found out about me by having me investigated.”

			“I’m not human. Not a shifter either. When I was made, I was a bird—a hawk. I’m thousands of years old, and very powerful.” He nodded. She wasn’t sure if he believed her or not. “You’re human. Or you were until we shook hands.”

			“What am I now then?” He was so calm that it was scary for her. “Am I a bird too? Powerful, like you?”

			“Yes. You’ll also have some magic of your own. I don’t know what that will be, but that’s what my brother-in-law got.” Bryson asked her if the rest of her sisters were hawks. “No, we’re not even blood sisters. Only by heart. Mercy is a falcon. She’s married to Joel. Judith, or Jude, is an eagle. Piper is a phoenix. Remi, who you met today, is a vulture, and Esmeralda, or Esy, is an owl. We’re larger than life too. Much larger than you can imagine.”

			Bryson nodded and sat there while two more people came to ask her questions. She was so rattled by Bryson just sitting there taking it all in that she pleaded a headache and made her way to the office that she’d been using since she’d taken over. She was annoyed when Bryson joined her.

			“I have a lot to deal with today. So, if you’d just come over tonight at Mercy’s house, they can all meet you and you can ask them questions too.” He sat down instead of going away like she wanted him to do. “Really. I don’t have time for this.”

			“My father is around. I just found out yesterday that he was willing to sell my sister or me to cover his gambling debt. He’s not at all good at it—gambling, I mean. I can’t remember a single time that he ever won more than what he lost. You might be thinking that I have no reason to tell you this, but I think he might hit you up for money too. He always has a reason for why he gambles, but we, Clara and I, have cut him off at the knees, so to speak.” She asked him where the man was now. “I don’t know, to be honest. I’d like to say that I don’t care either, but knowing what you are to me, I’d hate for him to hurt you.”

			“He can’t. I mean, he could try, but he’ll only get killed if he messes with any of us. I should also tell you that you’re an immortal, as well as Clara now. I know that part, but whether she gets any magic, I don’t know for sure. Joel’s daughter did—that’s what I’m basing this on.” He asked her what that meant, to be immortal. “You can’t die, for one thing. You also can’t have your head removed—that’s a biggy where we’re concerned. Nothing can pierce your heart either. As I said, I’m not sure about Clara, but I’d assume she is as well.”

			“You’re not afraid of him, are you?” She asked him if she should be. “I don’t know. I’m assuming that you’ve dealt with this sort of thing before—having a madman want you to give him money. Do you have a great deal of money?”

			“Billions. You?” He said that he had a little money, less than a hundred thousand. “That’s not bad for what we’re paying you. I’ve looked into your life, as you have said. The house that you and your sister own, you’ve been pouring all your money into it to get it up to standard, as well as paying off the taxes, correct?”

			“Yes. My father again. We were both sending him money to get things fixed. They actually did need to be repaired, but he was using the money for other things. Gambling for the most part.” She nodded at him. “Then the night before last he spoke to Clara, and said that he’d tried to sell us off for his debt. I think that was the last straw for her. Me too, but I’ve not been happy with him for a good deal longer than her.”

			“I’m assuming that it’s your family home or something? The reason I ask is, I’ve just started looking for a home.” He said that they’d only grown up in the house. It didn’t have great meaning to him. “I have two appointments this afternoon to look at some housing. Would you like to go with me?”

			“Yes. So long as you don’t mind my input on the house.” She said that she wouldn’t want him to be upset about a house they’d live in. “You aren’t as pissed off as you were before. Is it because of something that I did to you?”

			“I’m not sure what was upsetting me. You’re so calm, I guess. You are still acting like this is no big deal for us to be mated. I’m just wondering if you’re this calm about everything.” He stood up and smiled at her. “I could find out what has you smiling, but I’d rather not.”

			“I’m never calm when it comes to sex.” She felt her face heat up with his comment. “Nor am I calm about protecting someone that I love. While I don’t love you yet, I think that I could easily fall in love with you. You’re very smart, strong, and could protect me without batting an eye. But I’m not going to be a kept husband. If you don’t mind, that is.”

			“No. I don’t know exactly what that means, but no, I don’t want that either.” He nodded and put out his hand. “You’re going to be shocked again.”

			“I’d have it no other way.” 

			As soon as their hands touched, she felt the power of it race over her skin. Blaze tried to watch him when he received it, but she had to close her eyes. Whatever was happening, it wasn’t solely from her.

			Seeing Mercy there for a second, she knew it was coming from her. With her nod, Blaze sort of flipped out for a moment and felt herself falling back. Whatever she shared with them, it was epic.

			~*~

			Bryson didn’t like the house. There was something about it that simply got on his nerves, which was something that he’d ever felt about a house before, but he could feel himself getting angry about the entire layout of the house. He looked at Blaze when she asked the realtor, for the third time, to be left alone. Having had enough of the house and the woman showing them around, he finally put his arm around Blaze’s waist and took her to the door.

			“Wait. Don’t you want to make an offer on the house? I told you that it’s been reduced.” He stopped and turned to look at the woman. “It’s a lovely home, and would do well for the two of you just starting out your life together.”

			“I wouldn’t buy this house if it were only a buck. It’s not a lovely home, it’s a train wreck. The kitchen is laid out so wrong that it would take too long to explain to you about all that’s wrong with it. Who would put a refrigerator in a cubby hole off the main part of the kitchen, anyway? The living room is cold. No matter what sort of warm furniture you put in there, it would remain cold. The doorways are too small—the front door looks like someone shot color at it and didn’t care where it landed. Leaded glass that is a kaleidoscope of colors in random sizes or shapes isn’t made for a front door.” He shook his body, trying his best to shake off some of the anger that seemed to lay over him. “The only person that is going to by this home is someone who is only about five feet tall and color blind. So no, we’re not putting in an offer for this house. Also, when my wife tells you to leave us alone so we can talk, then you’d better believe that’s what we’re going to do. To plan our escape from the place as well as your pushy behavior.”

			They were in the limo when he realized that Blaze was laughing. It was hard, and shook her entire body. He couldn’t help it, he laughed too. Thinking about what he’d said to the woman, he had been sure that Blaze would be upset with him.

			“Upset with you? No, I loved it. Those were all the things that I was thinking of when I first saw the place. I’m going to call her boss now and have someone else show us around. I think she was making me pissy by the way that she was nearly up your ass every time we moved. It was like if you had stopped quickly, she would have been all over you.” Bryson asked her if she was jealous. “Yes.”

			“May I kiss you, Blaze?” She didn’t know what to say to him when he leaned forward and took her into his arms. “You have no idea how much I’ve wanted to do this since I first touched your hand. Will you, Blaze? Will you allow me to kiss you?”

			“Yes. Please do.” The way that she came to him made his desire spike even more. He’d never had a woman in his arms that felt like she did, or held onto him as she was doing.

			“You’re so strong and yet so fragile, aren’t you?” She told him that she was only that way around him. “Yes. I want that from you. You might be able to take on an army, but with me, I want you to let me have my way with you. Forever.”

			He kissed her then. Not waiting for an answer, he took all that she offered him. When her moan seemed to penetrate his heart and body, he pulled her into his lap and kissed her again. Christ, he couldn’t seem to get enough of her. And he wasn’t even sure that if they were someplace more private, he’d be able to get his fill of her then. When she pulled away from him, it was all he could do not to pull her back into his arms and take her right there on the long firm seat.

			“We’re stopped.” 

			It took his lust filled mind a few seconds to realize what she’d said. Then when he heard the engine had stopped, he pulled her into his arms for one more kiss and then opened the door. If he stayed with her, they were never going to see the house.

			As soon as he walked through the door, he knew that this was a home they could live in. A forever home, he thought it was called. The front entrance was made for guests to come and talk to the people that owned the house. Me and Blaze, he thought. The main hall looked like something right out of a fairy tale. Taking Blaze’s hand into his, he kissed the back of it and walked around with another realtor. 

			“I’m so sorry about the hard sell you were getting from Candise, Lady Blaze. I didn’t know it was you that she was showing the house to, or I would never have had her push the house so much. It’s been on our books for a long time. It’s been just sitting there for several years, you see.” 

			When Blaze asked him to let them roam, he did so without hesitation. As soon as they were in the kitchen, she turned to Bryson. 

			“You look like you’re pissed off. If you’re planning to yell at me for taking advantage of you, then I’d rather you did it when—” Blaze put her hand over his mouth, then took it away when he licked it. “Are you mad at me?”

			“You have got to stop thinking that I’m pissed all the time. Trust me when I tell you that you’ll know when I’m pissed off.” He asked her if she was now. “Yes, sort of. I don’t know. I’m so confused about a lot of things at the moment.”

			“Maybe if you shared with me, I could help you work them out.” She glared at him, and he just caught himself before laughing. “If you knew how beautiful you look right now, you’d never glare at me again. Tell me what’s going on.”

			“You kissed me.” He told her he was glad she had noticed. “You don’t understand. I’ve never been kissed like that before. I mean…that’s not what I meant. I mean—” She looked at him. “You’re confusing me.”

			“Honey, you’re doing the same to me.” She turned from him and walked around the kitchen. “Let’s get back on track here for a little while. That way we can talk about this when we’re both at a place where we can kiss and make up when we’re done.” 

			“This place has ten bedrooms. I don’t know much more about it other than it’s new on the market and has a pool near the side wing. The pool is something that I wanted all along. What do you think about it?” He told her that he loved to swim. “Okay, one thing that we can agree on here. I love the feel of this house too. The other house, I didn’t like it from the second we walked in the door.” 

			“I felt like I was pissed off right from the start. Probably not what I really thought if I gave it any thought, but this house gives me the feeling of home. Warmth too.” She nodded. “I cook, do you? Not that it matters—we can share this space. But I love this room. It just screams at me to make a dinner for us. Do you have staff?”

			“We will. A cook too, because I’m sure that you’d not want to do it all the time. Especially if we have guests.” He said that he might not, but he would enjoy it for the two of them. “I think I’d like that. Just tell me, is there anything in here that needs to be updated? I know very little about kitchens other than food comes out of it.”

			“Not at the moment, but I’ll think on it. Did you want to see the rest of the house?” They toured the house with their phones out. They didn’t do much more than make notes on things that they liked and disliked. He was in charge of the dislike part. “I’m in love with this bathroom. I know that it’s just a tub and toilet, but I love that it has a window that looks out over the back yard.”

			“I like it as well. That house there is Mercy’s. She and Joel would be close enough to walk over should they want to. And I could also see their daughter Miley when I want. She’s been coming up with some of the designs we’re selling to kids her age.” She giggled. “I love taking baths. Not as much as your sister seems to, but I do love to soak after a long day.”

			They discovered that there were hook ups for a hot tub on the master bedroom’s part of the deck. In addition to that, there was an orchard that was well maintained, as well as a kitchen garden. Bryson thought that he was more excited about that than the orchard. He loved cooking with herbs. 

			When they met up with the realtor again, he seemed to be having a hard time with someone on the phone. Almost as soon as they entered the room, he told the person on the other end that he’d talk to them later. The man shook, as if trying to shed the anger that he had. Bryson did the same thing when he was pissed off.

			“Lady Blaze, I’d like to make you a deal on the other house. Before you tell me that you didn’t like it, I agree with you. It’s not a proper home. Cold, I think you called it, Lord Bryson.” He’d never been called that before, and he sort of liked it. “If you buy that home for one percent on the dollar of what we’re asking, I’ll give you the same discount on this house. I’m never going to be able to sell it with the way it looks now. I thought perhaps you might be able to dress it up somehow and make it something nice.”

			“You were asking forty thousand for the other house. Are you telling me that you’ll sell it to me for four hundred dollars?” He nodded. “Why? What’s so wrong with it that you’re willing to part with it for so little?” 

			“I promise you that I only just found out that the reason the house won’t sell is far beyond it being cold. There was a murder in the house about fifty years ago. People think the place in haunted.” Blaze looked at Bryson, then back at the man there. “I’m not saying it is. But I had my wife go over and see if she could do something, anything to make the house warm. She said that she’d never enter that house again so long as she lived. Mary told me that she felt the dead there. So I did a little research, and found that information.”

			“What makes you think that I’d have any better luck than your wife did?” He told her that she’d already been in and around the house. Perhaps the ghosts liked her. “We’ll have to talk it over.”

			“I’m for it if you are.” 

			She nodded and told the realtor that they’d take both houses. Bryson couldn’t believe that they were getting both houses for less than two thousand dollars. 

			Nodding again when the realtor pulled out the paperwork, Bryson was asked to sign the deed as well. He noticed that Blaze had put her name as Blaze Hawk Williams. It was easy for him to sign his own name under hers when he realized what this meant. For all the world knew, they were man and wife.

			He’d have to remedy that soon, he thought, then wondered if he should give Blaze his mom’s rings. That was something else that he needed to talk to Clara about, before she found out from someone else that he had a mate. And that they’d just bought not one, but two houses together. Bryson was as happy as he’d been for a long time. He had no idea what was in store for the two of them, but he was more than willing to live it with Blaze.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Joel liked the other man. He was a bit older than he was, but that didn’t matter to either of them. He was the most laid back person that he’d never met. And he seemed to be in love with Blaze already. Joel also noticed that he was a very observant man. 

			Bryson didn’t say much until he was asked. He had a good head on his shoulders, and seemed to know what he was talking about when it came to just about anything. The only thing Joel could see that the man might have a little trouble with was working a full time job. He didn’t think that he realized how much hard work there was with being a rich man—Joel surely hadn’t. But then, Bryson might be better adjusted than he’d ever been with having ready cash all the time.

			He noticed too that Bryson seemed to be shy around the other birds, then remembered he had been the same way when he’d first met Mercy. There was a great deal for the man to learn, and when he looked at him, Joel thought about asking him if he could show Bryson some things.

			“I’d like that. I’m sort of overwhelmed at the moment. Do they argue like this all the time?” Joel said that he didn’t notice it anymore, but yes, they did bicker a great deal. “I thought so. I think they get a great deal of enjoyment out of it more than most.”

			“I think you might be right about that. To be honest, when I was first around, I used to find a place to hide, terrified that they were going to peck me to death or something.” He laughed. “I know some things about them, but not the whole story. I’m not sure why I never bothered, but I have been having fun with them all. Let me see. I know that Mercy is the oldest of all of them, which really isn’t saying too much. They’re all very old.” They both looked at Blaze when she slammed her hands down on the table and told Jude to hush. “They love each other very much. I think for as much as they argue, they’d kill someone they didn’t trust that even tried anything with them. What am I saying—of course they’d kill someone that tried to fight with them.”

			They both laughed, and Bryson seemed to relax a bit more. “You have a lovely daughter. She’s been hurt recently, I guess. I hear you all fussing at her about keeping her cane nearby.” Joel told Bryson what had happened. “I’m so sorry to hear that. Her mother must have been a real peach to have been drinking while driving with an infant in the car. But the fact that she’s been healed must make you happy. I know that it would me. She’s a nice kid.”

			“It does, and she is. And now Mercy and I are going to have a child too. Miley is so excited to have a brother or sister that sometimes I think she’s more excited than I am.” Bryson said all he had was his sister. “You have so much more than that now, Bryson. You have sisters. And me as a brother. A niece, as well as the fact that anyone they call on to help will go out of their way to help you. It’s an amazing group you’re marrying into. I’m still surprised at how lucky I am daily.”

			“You were thinking hard on something earlier. What was it? Something that I should know?” Joel said that it was just that he was thinking about how hard it was being a wealthy man. “I’m not wealthy at all. Blaze is. I mean, I have a little bit of money, but that’s not nearly as much as she has.”

			“I’ll tell you this now so that you don’t piss her off. Whatever Blaze has, you have it as well. It took me a long time to realize that when Mercy said that to me, she meant it. I’m on boards now where I use our money to make sure they have what they need. It’s hard not to just give people what they ask for. If we did that, I was told, we’d still have plenty of money, but the problem would stem from the people we’re helping. If they don’t show any kind of effort in making their own way, then they will all just walk away from a project.” Bryson watched Blaze as Joel told him what else he’d figured out. “They’re very generous with their funds. They’re kind to a fault, and they love with more passion than you could ever believe.” 

			“I’ve never had anything more than I needed at the moment. I don’t know how I’d feel about having that much money just waiting to be given away.” Joel told him that was something that he was still learning. “I’m trying my best to take in as much as I can. But it’s too much at times, isn’t it? I don’t mean the money, but just having someone in my life that I never dreamed possible before. I’m nearly forty years old. At this point in my life, I never thought to have a wife. Much less one that I already love very much, and am looking forward to spending the rest of my several lifetimes with.”

			Joel told him as much as he could about being mated to one of the birds. He seemed to know that he’d be able to shift into a bird, but very little else. Joel was glad to tell him things that he’d had to learn the hard way. Not that anyone had hurt him over it, but his pride had taken a beating. 

			As dinner was coming to a close, Bryson asked if he could help with the clearing up. The birds did that too, Joel had noticed from the start. They didn’t leave things unattended when they could help out themselves. Even Mercy made their bed and picked up her laundry instead of strewing it all over the room. None of them were slobs.

			After the table was cleared and the cook waved them away, they gathered in the living room, his and Mercy’s favorite part of the house. The fire was lit by magic, and that was when Joel realized that Bryson had never asked about what magic he might gain from all this. Which, he supposed, was the way it should be. Just be as happy as you could make yourself. 

			Joel decided that he’d let him figure it out on his own. For the most part, Joel had been told that it would be different for each person, the kind of magic that they got. He would hate to tell him something, only to find out that Bryson didn’t have that magic anyway. So on that, he just mentioned that he had magic, and that seemed to satisfy him. He tuned into the conversation around the room when he heard Blaze mention Bryson.

			“I want to warn you all about Bryson’s father. He’s a gambler, and has lost about everything that he had because of it. Including his children.” Blaze looked at Bryson as she continued. “I’ve also invited Clara, Bryson’s sister, to come and stay with him and me until we can make sure that their home is safe from their father, and put in more security. Bryson will tell you what we might be up against.”

			“He’s a gambler, as Blaze said. Dad thinks that he doesn’t have a problem, but Clara and I only just found out recently that he had been thinking about selling one of us off to cover his debt. I’ve never heard what he was thinking would happen to us once he did that, but I’m going to find out.” Joel could see his anger, but he was extremely calm with his tone and words. “Clara and I worked very hard to get the house that was going to be foreclosed on back up to livable conditions. We’d been sending him money when the repairs were mentioned to us. But instead of using the money for that, he used it for his habit. A habit that he doesn’t think he has.” 

			“Is the house in your name?” Bryson said that it was in his and Clara’s name. Jude nodded at him as she continued. “Good for you. To keep the house from being harmed while we settle this, I’ll send someone there to hang out. They’ll be able to keep even the most determined people away.”

			“I have a pack buddy that is going to be hanging around too. But Dad has gotten on the property once already and encountered them. I’m worried for the safety of the wolves if he decides to bring a gun with him next time. So I’d appreciate any help you could give us.” Bryson took Blaze’s hand into his as he spoke. “I’m aware that there are other creatures around. I have a vampire friend as well as the pack master. I wanted you to know that, while I might be a little slow on some of the things that are happening to Blaze and me, I do have an open mind to just about anything.”

			“You can fly—you know that, don’t you?” Joel wanted to tell Mercy to behave, but he knew she wouldn’t. She loved the shock value of things that she said. “Also, you can dress yourself. Just think of something that you want to wear and it’ll appear on you. Being naked is that easy too. Just in case it ever comes up.”

			Bryson stared at Mercy for a full minute before he laughed. When she winked at him, Joel had a feeling that Mercy had told him that to see what his reaction would be. He’d not been shocked, at least he didn’t seem to be. Joel liked the good nature of the man that would be his brother. Bryson was going to fit right in with the family.

			Clara showed up about an hour later, upset. Clara told Bryson that she’d talk to him later. Joel wondered if the women already knew what had happened, and were right now taking care that it didn’t happen again. He’d bet anything that they had. The women of this family protected their own like a mamma bear and her cubs. But with more violence. 

			After Clara heard about how Bryson and Blaze were mates, it was like the dams had been opened and she started to cry. Clara, like the rest of the people in the room, couldn’t have been happier. Then she told them what had happened. 

			“Dad called me again. This time he told me that he was ordering me to give him not only the key to the house, but I was to sign the deed over to him too. He said that he has a lot of debt piled up, and that since we’re not willing to give him any more money, he’ll have to get it another way.” Bryson asked her what he’d said about the debt. “That he was just playing penny ante, not that I have any idea what that is. But he lost a great deal of money. When I asked him how that was possible if he was playing with pennies, he got pissed off. Abusive really. He threatened me about how he was going to give these people my work schedule and that they’d get me. Then he talked about Bryson and how he was a no good son. I was sobbing so hard that I simply hung up on him. He’s called me three more times since then. But I’ve not answered any of the calls.” 

			“The next time he calls I’d like for you to let me take care of him.” Blaze put her hand out when the phone rang and Clara said it was her dad. “You don’t have to worry about him getting hurt. Right now, that is. But he will know that I’m not one to fuck with before this is finished.”

			As soon as the phone was answered by Blaze, she put it on speaker. The words coming through on the thing had Joel sending Miley away. They were abusive and cruel. Mr. Williams was telling his own daughter that he was going to use her to pay off some of his debt, and that he hoped they raped her over and over until she was dead.

			After Miley left the room, not only did Blaze hang up on the man once, but three times in a row. But she was having so much fun doing it. On the fifth call, Mr. Williams didn’t say a word, only to ask to speak to Bryson.

			“I don’t think so. This is his wife, Blaze.” He said that wasn’t even possible. “And why is that? Do you think that he needs your permission to marry? He doesn’t, in the event you were going to answer that. I have a few things to say to you, Mr. Williams. And you’ll—”

			“Is my son such a pussy that he has women taking over calls that were meant for him?” Blaze pointed out that he’d called Clara’s phone, not his son’s. “He’s blocked me or something. I can’t seem to get through to him.”

			“Well, that’s the smartest thing I think he could have done. Talking to a man with a death wish is a lesson in folly, don’t you think?” He asked if she was threatening him. “Oh no. I’d never threaten anyone. This I’m making to you as a promise. Now, I want you to listen up, because I’m only going to say this the one time. You come near my husband or sister-in-law again, and I will kill you. I don’t mean that as an idle threat, either. You touch them in any way, even to give them a hug, which I’d never expect you to do, and I will have you broken in half faster than you can put dollar on the next horse race. That is your preferred method of losing money, isn’t it? And you’re not just in debt, you moronic fuck, but you’re two hundred thousand in debt as of two hours ago.”

			“Who told you that bullshit? Is my daughter having me investigated? You tell her for me that I will take care of her when I find her.” Blaze asked him if he’d heard a word she’d said to him. “Of course. Blah, blah, blah. You sure have a mouth on you for threatening my son’s father, don’t you think? What is he going to say when you tell him?”

			Blaze handed the phone to Bryson when he asked for it. He smiled then, and Joel shivered. Whatever was going to be said between these two men, it wasn’t an idle threat either. 

			“I hope you do something so that she can do just what she said she would. I’m finished with you, Dad. I don’t want you to call either Clara or myself again, do you hear me?” Whatever his dad might have said to that was cut off when the phone was broken in half. “I need to do something.” 

			Blaze took him by the hand and into the yard behind the house. Neither of them said another word that they could hear in the house, but they both disappeared into the sky when Blaze shifted and took him into her claws.

			~*~

			Bryson was enjoying the ride, but that didn’t lessen his fear of being dropped. When they headed to a mountain, she set him down on the ground and landed nearby. When she became a woman again, without wasting breath on saying anything, she was naked when she got to him.

			“I need you.” He needed her as well, and took her into his arms. “Think of being naked, Bryson, or I’ll tear your clothing from you.” 

			While the thought of her tearing his clothing off sounded amazing, he also knew that it would be quicker if he simply willed them away. As soon as she wrapped her hand around his cock, there was little thought in his head, not even to remind himself to breathe. When she dropped in front of him, he held tightly onto the tree just behind him. 

			She took him deep into her mouth. When she cupped his balls, he dug his nails into the branch of the tree over his head hard enough that he could feel the bark of it breaking. Looking down at her, all Bryson could think about was that she was his, forever and a day.

			I love the way you taste. Like honey. He couldn’t speak to her through their link. His mind was only centered on a single thing—what she was doing to him. Do you like this?

			“Yes.” Bryson was happy that he had managed a single word. But then she fondled his balls more and he spread his legs wider for her. The more she moved her mouth over his cock, the harder it was for him to even breathe. 

			Blaze licked up one side of his cock and down the other. Curling her tongue around his crown had him cupping his balls too. They were aching, they were so full. Blaze looked up at him when she released his cock from its lovely home, and he jerked her up from the ground and kissed her savagely. He needed her. 

			Turning her in his arms so that she now had her back to the tree, he pressed her against it as he entered her. There wasn’t any time for foreplay this time. Need was making them both so hyped up that he wasn’t even sure his body could take waiting. As soon as he entered her, she screamed out her release, which brought on his own.

			“Christ.” 

			She nodded, her body still trembling around his. His cock was still hard and painful, but he could breathe now. Keeping her to his body, he took them both to the cold ground. Moving in and out of her slowly, Bryson watched her face as he made love to her, slower this time.

			“Do you think it’ll always be like this, hard and fast? I hope not. I’d not survive this all the time.” She smiled at him and wrapped her ankles around his calves. He could feel the change as soon as she tightened around him once again. 

			“You were just as needy as I was. I think that we’ll be like that a great deal, but not daily. I love the way that your hands are rough on my skin.” He tweaked her nipple with his thumb and forefinger. “Yes, that’s it. You need to make me come again, Bryson. I need that so badly right now.”

			Bryson loved the way her skin reacted to his touch, the moans and small sounds that she made when he moved inside of her. He loved everything about this woman, and didn’t know how he’d become so lucky in finding her. 

			Making love to her, slowly now that he’d had a respite, he touched every inch of her that he could. Her skin was tight and muscled in some places, soft and full in others. Cupping her breast in his hand, he marveled at the way her nipples puckered when he touched them. Licking the tip, then taking her entire breast into his mouth, he bit down hard enough to hear her moan. Suckling hard on the tip, he watched her eyes, seeing them darken with her desire.

			Pulling her hands up and over her head, he held her this way as his other hand explored her ribs, finding little nicks to her flesh, wondering where they had come from and when.

			Trading his hands to hold her, he did the same to her other side, finding a deeper scar on her ribs just below her breast. There was so much more that he wanted to do to her, but he wanted to take her again.

			Letting her go, her nails dug into his back, and he could feel the slight trickle of blood as it mingled with the sweat along his spine. When Blaze rose up off the ground, bowing her back so that he could taste her again, the tightening around his cock made him realize that she was coming once again.

			It was a sight to behold, a wonderment of her coming. Her face was tight in its glory. Her body rippled along his in a way that made his own release race from his groin to his cock quickly. Crying out, he sank his teeth into her breast and emptied himself deep inside of her. 

			With the taste of her blood, dark and magic, sweet and warm, he felt himself come again. This time, the third time, proved to be too much for him, and he felt his body just simply black out. 

			When he woke, she was still beneath him. Knowing that he was crushing her, he rolled to his back and held her over him. Resting her head on her fist, she looked down at him. Kissing her on the nose, Bryson fell deeper in love with her than he had been with any other person he’d known.

			“We need to get us a big bed for the new house. I don’t think that the ground is all that comfortable. It was lovely, but now that I’m sated for the time being, I’m starting to notice how hard the earth is.” Bryson asked her how long it would take for them to be able to move in. “Today. Knowing people like we do, they are more than willing to pull a few strings to get us whatever we need. But that still doesn’t give us a bed to sleep in.”

			“We need two beds then.” She asked him why. “If you’re planning on sleeping next to me, then you’d better not be too close where I can touch you. I don’t think either of us will get that much sleep if we’re in the same bed.”

			Blaze sat up and looked down at him. “I can make us whatever we decide. I mean, magically, I can fill the house from top to bottom without us ever having to leave the house. Not all things—just solid things made of wood. There are a few things that I’d like to have brought from storage if you don’t mind.” Bryson said that if they were from her past, then he would love to see them. “They are. Dante, our queen, taught us that nothing is ever without several uses. Like a tree. It will warm your body, and if you are skilled enough, you will have furniture to keep your things safe in. I was a carpenter at one time. I’ve been a great many things in my life. But now I work with the toys. I enjoy that very much.”

			“I think, now that I have all this time, I’ll want to try a few things as well. I don’t want to be bored. Though Joel told me that being wealthy is a full time job too.” Blaze told him that Joel was good at keeping busy, but she thought that he worked much too hard. “I can see that of him. I got the impression that he came from nothing, and might be afraid of losing it all.”

			“Yes, that’s what he thinks. No matter how many times Mercy has told him that they have more than enough money, he still has to get used to it.” Bryson nodded. “We need to get back to our home. We can figure out the rest of the house tomorrow, but our bedroom has a bed in it now. But no linens, because we don’t have a mattress as yet. By the way, I don’t care for silk, do you?”

			“No. It’s too slippery.” 

			They were dressed now and headed back to the house. He could see it from where they were. Bryson could see a great many things from the mountain. As they crossed over the fence that ran along their property, he could see that the house they’d purchased was going to be perfect for them. Even in the yard it felt warm, like a safe home.

			They decided once they were in the house that they could use a table and chairs. Blaze would make that while they thought about the rest of the house. Once the decision to start in the dining room was made, she told him how she could make things from little pieces of wood. It was fascinating to see how she could make things for their home. 

			“So, all you have to do is find the wood that you want something made from and hold it in your hand. Then you think of what it is you want?” Blaze told him that was it. “What if you hold a couple of different types of wood in your hand? What happens then?”

			“I don’t know.” She smiled at him. “I never thought of doing that before. Let’s try it. I mean, what harm would it be if it’s ugly? We could just toss it on the burn pile and try again.”

			They searched in the yard for two sticks that they wanted to use. He had found a small piece of a cherry tree, and she decided that the oak would be nice. As they were headed back into the house, she picked up a large piece of maple. They were both so excited that they had to slow down before Blaze could concentrate on making it happen.

			The table and twelve chairs were the most gorgeous things he’d ever seen. The table was made from strips of the woods in varying shapes and lengths. The shine on the table made the different woods pop, so that you could see where each piece blended into the next. Even the chairs, all of them slightly different in the way the wood fit together, made him think that they were much too pretty to sit in. 

			After that, it was an all-out trial to figure out what they could blend together to make their home something so unique that they would be the envy of everyone they knew. Once they had filled not only the dining room but the office too, they headed up to play around in the bedrooms. It was nearly sunrise before they fell into their sleeping bags, all they had to sleep in without a mattress, and fell asleep.

			“Tomorrow we’ll find the things that would be too rough to make out of wood.” Bryson laughed, and asked her if that would mean sheets. “Yes, and towels. I don’t know about you, but the thought of rubbing up against a tree to get dry isn’t my idea of fun.”

			They talked for a little while. Not about anything important—just that they both wanted children, that they liked to travel. Bryson admitted that he’d not done a great deal of travelling, and that he didn’t even own a passport.

			“We’ll take care of that tomorrow as well. Not that you need one to travel as a bird. You can pretty much go where you want when you want, and never have to worry about that too much.” She yawned for the second time in a minute. “Now hush. I’m exhausted. And I want a mattress brought to us tomorrow. If we don’t shop early, then we’ll never get one this week.”

			Bryson told her that he loved her, and realized when she didn’t answer him that she’d fallen asleep. He lay there for several minutes as he thought of his life with this woman. With all the birds, as they referred to themselves. 

			All he had to do now was take care that his father didn’t do anything to mess up his new life. And that of his sister, Clara. But he also knew that if anyone could and would protect them, it would be his birds. Smiling, he rolled over and cuddled up to Blaze. Tomorrow was going to be a big day for them.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Curt Williams was about as pissed off as he’d ever been. His kids were driving him insane and pissing him off. What is their problem, was what he kept asking himself. All he wanted was a place to live and some cash. Why did they have such a problem with him having either of those? 

			He’d tried twice now to get to the house that they’d taken from him, and both times he’d been met there by a pack of wild dogs. Curt knew that they were wolves, and more than likely that pack that had made sure that he wasn’t able to get onto their land again. 

			The last time he’d been able to get on pack land and into their storage units, he’d made a killing off taking some of their stash. As soon as he’d broken into their smoke house, he’d been glad that he’d brought himself a wagon. Otherwise he would have only been able to take a few things. As it was, Curt had been able to take not just some meat for himself, but enough to make himself about five grand off the deal. Who knew that people in the area would be excited to have a taste of the old country way of preserving foodstuffs? 

			He’d taken dried hams and sausages, and fat back bacon that was still in slab form. That had been the most requested item that he’d taken. People wanted more of that than they had anything else. Yet, the ham? Well, he’d enjoyed the entire thing. Then he’d used the bone, just like his grannie had, to make soup beans and a side of corn bread. That had been some good eating—right up until it was all gone, that is. Since then, he’d not had a decent meal.

			Now he was cut off from his source. Curt wondered if these people knew what a gold mine they were sitting on. And if they did, why the hell weren’t they sharing it with the world? Not that he wanted them doing that. Once he was able to get there and pull more out, he didn’t want them flooding the market and taking all his business.

			Curt had always thought of himself as a thinker. He could not just think his way out of trouble, but he had a way of making money off his thoughts. An entrepreneur, he supposed, was what he might call himself. A person with the ideas and the way to make cash.

			“For me, anyway.” Curt thought of all the cash that he’d lost over the years. It had been a blast. Both losing and winning had been a great deal of fun for him. “No one understands the thrill of it. Even though I do lose a lot more than I gain, it’s like I’m king of the world either way.”

			Sure, he figured that he had gone a little overboard with a couple of things. Like, using the house and the money that was supposed to fix it up was a bad idea. Curt knew that now. But a man could not turn down a sure thing when it hit him, now could he?

			Laughing to himself, he went down to breakfast at the hotel he was staying in. It had been a stroke of genius to have the bills go to his daughter. Of all the people in the world, Clara would not see him on the streets. Just as he was flipping over his waffle when the bell dinged, the manager came to stand with him. 

			“I need to speak to you, Curt. Your daughter said that she wasn’t paying your bill to stay here. I told her how you’d been here a week already, depending on her to pay up, and she told me that she wasn’t paying anything for you.” Curt took his waffle out of the maker and sat down to fix it all up. “How do you propose to pay your bill here, Curt? You told me that I could depend on her.”

			“Then call my son.” He said that his phone was no longer in service, and someone at the house had said that he wasn’t expected to return there. “What the hell does that mean, not expected to return? He’s kicked me to the curb so that I couldn’t bother his shit, and now he’s gone? I’ll go there today after I eat and get you some cash. The damned kids have no respect for their elders anymore, do they, Hamilton?” 

			“It’s Ben, for the ninth time. My name is Ben Donaldson. Don’t you listen to people when they tell you who they are?” Curt took a bite of his waffle to keep from answering him. “I’m not going to bother telling you that you’ve racked up a pretty sizeable bill, Curt. You will pay it by the end of the day or I’ll have you arrested. You’ve taken advantage of my good will enough.”

			When he walked away, Curt just chuckled to himself. People just didn’t have much patience anymore. It was like they were set to go, go, go all the time, and not even stop to smell the roses. 

			Curt was a man that not only stopped to look at the beautiful, but sometimes would sit for hours just thinking and looking at a pretty view. Of course, he was trying to think of ways to make a buck off the prettiness of whatever it was that caught his attention. He thought that was why he’d never had heart troubles. Curt was a slow moving kind of person. The best ideas came to him when he was just sitting down.

			After having three more waffles, he went back to his room. It wasn’t even the best room he’d ever had, and the man Harley, or whatever his name was, was acting like Curt was taking food from his mouth. Not to mention the place wasn’t even filled up. There were at least three empty rooms in the place, even on a weekend. 

			It wasn’t until he picked up his newspaper that he realized that it was only Tuesday, not Saturday as he’d thought. Today he’d have to go to where Bryson worked to figure out how come he wasn’t paying up for his own dad. He was going to have to get physical on him if things didn’t go the way he wanted. 

			Curt tried to remember the last time he’d seen his kids. It had been a few months at least. He knew that they both had a job, but he couldn’t have told anyone what it was they did at the places they worked. 

			Bryson worked at a coloring book place, he thought. He wasn’t sure that was what it was, really, but he knew that his boy had to have certain pencils and some other crap to do it. Curt was really ashamed to tell people that Bryson worked at a coloring job, so he told them that he was the big manager. It was certainly better than telling them that his boy used crayons all the time.

			Clara worked in an office someplace. It must have been in a bad part of town or something, because he knew she’d had to take defense classes, as well as learn how to shoot a gun. He’d thought about the gun she’d gotten a couple of years ago. It might have been longer; he just didn’t remember shit like that. He wanted that gun, just to sell it off for some cash. But she was pretty smart about hiding it. He’d yet to be able to find out where the sucker was.

			Finding the building where his son worked was proving to be difficult. Since he didn’t know the name of the place, he was sure that he could pick out the building. There were a couple that he thought for sure was it, but one of them had been closed down for a few years, he thought it looked like. The other one said it was being remodeled. 

			The cell phone numbers for his kids didn’t do him any good now either. They both said that they were no longer in service. Even his own had hit the crapper today. Curt was sure that they’d cut him out of that program too. 

			It had taken him a few weeks to get a phone matched up to their bill. The two of them had the same company, that he had been aware of. But snitching himself one of their bills had been harder than he thought it should have been. They didn’t leave their stuff out for him to look at when he was around. 

			It wasn’t like he wanted to pay on them or anything. He just wanted a few numbers off the bill so he could get him service too. Curt was actually surprised that it had worked. He figured that once they got their bill he’d be cut off like he was now. The number of years that it worked had been astounding to him.

			They were stupid, was all he could think about his kids. They’d given him shit about his gambling when they had shitty jobs that couldn’t even keep them in cell phone service. It was enough to make him ashamed of claiming them as his kids sometimes.

			Stopping a man to ask him where the coloring place was got him nowhere fast. The man just looked at him like he was stupid or something. Threatening the man for being so rude when he was far enough away from him, Curt looked up in time to see his son with a beautiful woman. He might not have known it was his boy, but he looked so much like someone he knew long ago that it had taken him a minute to put it together. When he turned and smiled at the woman, Curt made his way to the other side of the street to find the building that he’d been looking for. It, too, was closed up for remodeling. 

			“I need some money.” Bryson looked at him with so much anger that Curt took a step back. “Christ almighty, son, you looked just like your momma there for a minute. Just give me some cash and I won’t be bothering you today anymore. Oh, you forgot to pay the hotel bill where I’m staying too.”

			“No.” The women looked at him like he was a bug or something when Bryson spoke. Curt didn’t have time for this, and asked his son what he meant by telling his own daddy no. “Just what it sounds like. Two letters—even you should know what it means. You certainly told Mom that enough when she asked you to stop gambling away the food money.”

			“This here isn’t the time to be bringing stuff up like that. You got yourself a pretty woman here, and she don’t want to hear about that kinda stuff.” He eyed the girl. “Son, you’re not paying for her, are you? Christ, if so, then you can share her a bit. I wouldn’t mind even sloppy—”

			The punch to his face felt like he was having his head ripped off. When he fell to the ground, he just laid there. The woman had her fists doubled up like she was going to hit him again. That just wasn’t right, her knocking him to the ground like he was a nobody. Especially if his son was paying for her for the day.

			“You’re nothing to me, if you want to know the truth.” He didn’t bother telling her that she was wrong, but he did look at his son, who was laughing at the situation. “I’m not a prostitute, you moronic fuck. I’m his wife.”

			“Wife? When the hell did that come about? You didn’t even invite your old man to the wedding? Did you get anything nice for wedding presents? I can take a few of those things off your hands if you want.” Shaking his head, he put out his hand for Bryson to help him up. “Well? You being married don’t make it so you can be a shit to me. Help me up.”

			“If you so much as pretend to get up off the sidewalk, I’m going to put you in traction.” Curt believed her. He wasn’t normally so afraid of women, but this one scared him to the depths of his soul. “Now, you’re going to tell me that you’re sorry for calling me a prostitute, then you’re going to go away.”

			“Go away? You can’t be telling me to go away. I’m not a dog. Help me up from here and I’ll show you just what I mean.” 

			He held out his hand, but neither of them moved to take it. When they turned to leave him there, he wanted to scream at them to get their asses back here. He called for his son. This shit was getting old, and he was frankly sick of people treating him like he was nothing at all.

			“What is it you want, Dad? Money? No, I don’t have any that I want to lend you. A place to stay? So you can rob Clara and me of all the things we worked hard to get back? Then that answer is no as well.” Bryson put his arm around the woman and smiled back at him. “She’ll do just what she said she would, Dad. And you’ll be lucky if she only puts you in traction. Just leave us alone, or so help me, I’m going to help her put you in a world of hurt.”

			This was not the welcome that he had hoped for. He knew that his kids would be pissed off at him, but not to the point of threatening him. Another pretty woman walked by him, and he knew better than to open his mouth. For some reason Curt had a feeling that she was baiting him into saying something. When she went into the same building his son had, he thought about following them, but decided that he’d look for Clara. She’d no doubt be around close. Her and Bryson were always like two peas on a corn cob.

			~*~

			Bryson couldn’t stop laughing. Every time he thought of his dad sitting on the sidewalk with a bloodied lip, he would laugh all the harder. Then Curt had put out his hand, as if anyone was going to trust him doing that. Trust of his father had long since faded away.

			“Are you quite through braying like a jackass?” He laughed more, but only a little. Mercy didn’t seem to be in the best of humor today. “I’m sorry. I have a splitting headache, and I was hoping that your dad would try something with me so I could take it out on him.”

			“He’s stupid, not suicidal.” She smiled at him. “What’s really wrong? I didn’t think you guys could get ill or anything. You having a bad day is normal from what I’ve been told, so this has to be something more.”

			“Blaze got to buy out the building before I could.” Bryson asked if she was serious. The turned out lip and the way she looked pissed and sad at the same time got him. “Yes. It irks me when I can’t be the savior of a good company. And she slipped right in there and bought it right up. I don’t have a lot to do lately, and that would have made my day.”

			“I see. Well, I don’t, but that’s fine too. If it’ll make you feel any better, there is a business that you could help out.” That perked her up, and he nearly laughed again, but decided that he’d be in less pain if he didn’t. “The one right across the street from here used to get donated coats for children and adults that couldn’t afford one. The man that was running it would start collecting the day after it started to warm up, and would have a great many to give away by the time the first cold snap was here.” 

			“What happened to him?” Bryson said that he had died, and he thought that his son had been stealing from him and selling the coats instead of giving them away. “Damned kids. They’re the ruination of the world, I think.”

			“Aren’t you going to have a baby soon?” She said that her child would be perfect. “Ah. I don’t know what to say about that, except to tell you good luck. Anyway, that kind of thing is needed just about everywhere nowadays. Not just kids, but adults too could use a sturdy warm coat and some gloves.”

			“Where did he get the coats from, do you know?” He told her what he knew. “So at the end of the season, while they were putting out spring stuff, he’d go around using his own money to buy up coats that were on clearance What else? I’m sure he wasn’t a rich man.”

			“No, he and his wife weren’t. But they did work extra when possible to buy what they could. She, his wife, knitted mittens and hats to give away as well. The two of them would pick up things cheap, sell them for a little more, and use that money too. They were very enterprising.” Mercy asked why they stopped doing it. “This is going to sound hokey, but it’s the truth. His heart was broken when he wasn’t able to get a good deal on the coats anymore because of his son, and he died from it. His wife, I don’t remember either of their names, tried to do it for a while, but she ended up in a nursing home when her son wanted the family home for himself. Now him, I remember. His name was Nathan Raglan.”

			“So, this Raglan person messes things up for not just his parents, but for a lot of people in need. He sounds like he could be related to your father.” Bryson just nodded. There was no point in him denying it. His father was a bastard. “If I can swing this, can you help me out with it? I’m sort of scary to a lot of people.”

			“Just a lot of people? I would have thought the numbers would have been much bigger.” She stuck her tongue out at him. “I’ll do whatever I can do to help you. I even have a truck to haul things with. It’s old, but works well.”

			“A storage unit.” He nodded, unsure what she was talking about. “No. I mean, we’ve been meaning to get rid of the things that are still in storage in town. Oh my gosh, Bryson, my mind just went into overload in thinking of ways that you and I can make this work. We’ll get rid of the stuff in the warehouse by auction or something, and fill the place up with walls and shelves. Then we’ll somehow get businesses to donate or sell us cheap things like coats and hats. After we have those, we can branch out to food and other things that could be used in the winter. Hell, all year round.”

			When she pulled out her cell phone and started talking to people, Bryson went to find Blaze. He found her talking to one of the workers about what they were doing to the room the desks had been in. She asked him his opinion as soon as she saw him.

			“I think this room is much too small.” She looked around while he continued. “The desks that we had weren’t efficient either. They were too small to spread out to work, and most of them were so old that there wasn’t a flat place on them to make a straight line to work with. Especially when cutting.”

			“Yes, you’re right. I don’t think I could work in this room either.” She looked at the builder. “There are larger spaces on the second and third floor you were asking me about. I decided that they need more windows, both floors, and the desks that are being delivered need to be put up there. Yes, that’s perfect.” 

			“This room would make a great break area, wouldn’t it?” She told him that was going in on the main level. “Okay, then what would you use this for?” 

			“I was thinking for supplies. Printers, and the 3D printers too. I got a really good deal on those. There will need to be enough supplies so that whoever is working here won’t have to wait on them to be delivered. What do you think?” He could see it too. The wide shelves filled with papers. Colors that they could blend to make the product look good. “You like it.”

			“Yes. And since you’ve already told me that we’d be making prototypes here that you’ll be using, the availability of colored papers will help as well. I love it.” She nodded as they walked around the second and the third floor of the building to sketch out were the desks were going to go. “Under each window. That way we have something to look at other than the four walls that we’re in. When I was on a deadline, I’d find a place, even if it was to go out of doors, to expand my view for a few minutes. It helped clear the mind and come up with designs.” 

			Bryson was so excited that he wanted to have the builders working every day and night to get it completed. When he was staring at the building next to theirs, he had a sudden thought. Pulling Blaze to the windows that were facing the building, he asked her what she saw. 

			“Nothing but brick.” He nodded. “What is it you have in mind? I’m game for whatever it is. With the way this place is going to be, I think we’ll have more business than we can handle.” 

			“Good. Can you buy that building?” Blaze asked him what he had in mind. “Buy that building and make a walkway to it. Put in exercise equipment. Plants, lots and lots of plants. Some books that the employees can read. A nurse, as well as someone on staff that can help with finances. Someplace that they can hit up on their lunch hour and get their own business done. Maybe an ATM, or even a bank teller from a bank that the company uses for payroll.” 

			“I love this, Bryson. A company that truly cares for their employees. We’ll even put the cafeteria over there.” She started yelling to tell Mercy what they were going to do. “I can see it all working out for the people here. And with a pharmacy just across the street, they can pick up things quickly that they might need.”

			By the time they were leaving the building, his mind was buzzing with ideas about both the places where he was going to be working. He’d not asked again if he could run the printshop, but he could talk her into it. Bryson wanted to work someplace that he had a stake in. And working at this place and where the things were stored for people in need, he was happy as he’d been in a long time about going back to work.

			When they were having lunch together, something that the birds did at least once a week, he knew that they didn’t use their cell phones, nor did they discuss work. Today, however, work was all they talked about. Even the other women had ideas for them to get clothing and such for the warehouse. He was humbled by the way they kept thanking him for coming up with the idea. By the time they were finished, not only did he have a list of people to call for donations, but also a list of manufacturers that he would call to get a start on the coats. It was fast coming up on Thanksgiving, and it was already cold. 

			When he got home, Bryson went straight to his office and started working. Blaze was out on another project, and wouldn’t be home until dinner. 

			There were two messages on his desk, and one that asked him to come to the kitchen. Not sure why someone would have taken the messages or what could be in the kitchen, he made his way there with a little trepidation. Not that he thought anyone would hurt him in this house, but he just didn’t know right now.

			“Lord Williams, my name is Todd. If you wish for me to have a last name, then I’d need help figuring one out. I have been a friend of the birds for a great, great many years. I was the person who took care of the household that her ladyship, Queen Dante, lived in.” Bryson took his hand when it was offered. “I am not a human, but a shifter tiger. I was born one, but was given the ability to live out a long life to care for those in need at the new village. It is my honor to serve you and Lady Blaze.”

			“Thank you.” Todd then introduced him to his lady wife, Stella. She would be there to fix any meals they wished. “You’ll be cooking for us then? Cooking is a passion of mine. I do hope that you’ll allow me in here on occasion to cook a little myself.”

			“‘Tis your house, my lord.” Bryson smiled at her. “I was wondering if there is anything that you’d not eat. I know that Blaze, being a hawk, has tried a great many things. But you, I haven’t any idea what you might like.”

			“I’m easy to please. I’m more of a comfort food man. I do like sweets, but I try very hard not to eat any of them because I don’t want to be as big as a house someday.” Todd told him that as a mate to Blaze, he’d never gain an ounce. “Really? That’s wonderful to know. Yes, you make all the sweets you want then, Stella. My sister, she’s going to be staying here awhile with us. My father isn’t to come into the house—you were told that, correct?”

			“Yes. Lady Blaze has said that we were to call the police, and if he gave us any trouble before they arrived, he was to be buried deep in the back yard. I think she was joking, my lord, but it’s difficult to tell sometimes.” Bryson laughed, and told them that he had difficulty telling at times as well. “If he does come around and makes a nuisance of himself, I will pounce on him and make him sorry that he ever came here. I will make sure that your sister is safe as well.”

			“That is all I can hope for.” 

			As he made his way back to his office to work, he thought of Clara. He’d not seen her today. Bryson thought it best to tell her that their father was around and knew that he was married. Of course, he wasn’t just yet, but he would be in a couple of days. All they were going to do was have it filed at the courthouse that they were indeed married, and that would be the end of it. Blaze didn’t want anything showy, and he didn’t have anyone that he’d invite except Clara, so it was settled. 

			She answered in the third ring. “I’m sort of busy here. Can I call you back?” He told her about Dad and that he was around. “Yes, he had the manager of the hotel where he’s staying give me a call to have his bill paid. Moron. I’ll be there for dinner tonight. I’ve already gone by the house and packed me up some things for while I’m staying with you. I need to get a car too.”

			“I do too. I have my old truck, but it’s not all that good in snow. And it’s coming—the snow, I mean.” She said that she had to go again. “I love you, sis. I’ll see you tonight.”

			By the time Clara showed up at a little after six, he had found ten manufacturers that were more than willing to help out Mercy. Not only did they have coats on their books that they wanted to get rid of, but they also had boots for kids that hadn’t sold so well, and were willing to let those go too. Bryson spoke to the owner of a very expensive toy store about getting some of their toys brought in as well.

			“You tell Mercy that I’m willing to help her out with any project she has. And if she has something that she’d like to donate again this year to our Christmas baskets, that would be fine too. You’ve got yourself a hell of a woman there in Blaze, Bryson. The whole family is a great bunch.” Bryson told him that he thought they were as well. “Yes, you tell them that if they need anything, money included, they only need to call me. I’ll get them donations from everyone I know. They do good for anyone that needs it. Even helped me out when I was just starting out. I’d not be the businessman I am today without their help. You tell them that Howard never forgets a favor. You tell them that.”

			“I will, sir. I really will.” 

			Every call was like that—businessmen and women who had been helped in one way or the other by the women that he’d come to love. Then they would return the help whenever asked. They paid it forward as well. 

			If Bryson didn’t already love them all, he would have fallen in love with them from all he was finding out about them. They didn’t brag or put out that they were these good people. You just knew it. Bryson was proud to be a part of their family.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Blaze wasn’t sure what she was looking at. It was difficult for her to concentrate on things today. She was actually thrilled when Clara joined her in the office that she was working in. 

			“I think I need your help. Not so much as help as I need to use you as a sounding board. I was offered the job as head of the region’s FBI unit. It’s not a large group of men and women, about ten, but it’s a huge promotion and better pay. Much better pay than I’m currently getting.” Blaze asked Clara if she wanted it. “I think I do. But I keep coming back to what my boss told me a week ago. He said that you have to be able to balance work and family, and he’d never been able to do that. I don’t know that I’d be any better at it.”

			“All right. Let’s talk about the other parts of it then. The money. Do you want the job for the money or for the job?” She said that money would come in handy. “True. But you do know that when Bryson and I came together, you became a part of what I am. Also, you are wealthy as well. Very much so.”

			“Immortal.” Blaze told her that it was more than that. “What else did I gain? I’m not sure what you mean when you say that I’m wealthy. I don’t have any more than I did before I met you.”

			“As far as myself and the rest of the women are concerned, you’re entitled to have as much as you wish for anything that you need.” Clara shook her head. “Okay, then let me ask you this. You’re going to be around forever. I do mean forever. You cannot be killed. Hurt, but not killed. Also, you have to know that you can’t be an FBI agent forever, because it’s a public job with humans. They’ll notice that you’re neither aging nor dying.”

			“Okay, I guess I never thought of that. What does that have to do with your money?” Blaze handed her a couple of sheets of paper. They were college applications. “I’ve got a degree, thank you very much.”

			“I have several. I was so many different things in my life that I can’t remember them all. I did it when I was bored.” She could tell that Clara wasn’t getting it. “You will be bored with life, Clara. I can tell you, too, that with boredom comes trouble. Even if you never get another degree in your whole life, you will still want to do things. Blowing glass, perhaps. Or learning how to be a racecar driver. I’d not recommend that one because you will be able to walk away from horrific accidents when others won’t. They’ll wonder what you are.”

			“You’re saying that I can use your money for anything like that.” Blaze shook her head. “Then I still don’t understand.”

			“What is it you’d like to do? Do you want to make a difference? Do you want to build something that others will be able to use? Or do you want to see the world? We’ve all done that. Several times over. It’s what we do now to keep from losing our minds—help others.” Clara said that she thought she was making a difference. “You are. Everyday. But how long before you get bored with that? I’m not saying that you positively will be bored. There are some that do the same thing day after day, and love it enough to be able to not care how much longer they do it. But I don’t see you as a forever kind of woman. You will need to change it up. And having the money to make it happen will go a long way to helping you achieve it. Also, it’s not my money, but yours and Bryson’s and mine. There is a great deal of it, I promise you.”

			“Bryson said that he was getting coats donated for people who might not otherwise be able to afford it. He seems to be enjoying that a great deal. I think I could love doing stuff like that.” Blaze let her talk, let Clara think about what she’d said to her. “I don’t think I want the job, simply for the reasons that you didn’t tell me. I’d not be able to be out and around people. I’d not be able to be there if I— Holy shit, I just got it. I can make a difference like I did for the company that my brother is working for. I could do just what I asked of you. Look around and see where the need is, and do something about it.”

			“Now you realize that money does that for you. Not just your own, but if you have a project that is worthy, which I have no doubt that you will over the years, we’re here to help you. Or, if you want to take it on by yourself, then we’re right there with you on that as well.” 

			Clara walked away with a list of things that she wanted to do. She’d been talking so quickly that Blaze had simply handed her a sheet of paper and a pen. Blaze had no doubt that in a couple of days she’d be coming back to her for a loan. She’d give it to her too, and Clara would be well on her way to making her life the way that she wanted it.

			Before she could get back to her own work, Piper joined her. She wasn’t happy about whatever she had in her hand, and Blaze was almost afraid of asking her what it was. Piper, of all the birds, was the deadliest. Her fire could burn hotter than even the sun, thanks to Dante. Not only that, but she was precise with it too. She could burn a hole into a penny from a hundred yards away, and never harm the person holding it. Piper could also make it so that a body would never be found, because even the ash would be too burnt to give anyone any clue as to what might have been there. That’s what made her such a wonderful artist, her ability to fire right through any metal known to man. 

			“I found some things about Curt Williams that I’m betting not even his kids know.” The papers were handed to her. “He’s been in and out of trouble since the day he was born, I think. But here’s the scary thing that I found; neither Bryson nor Clara are his children. They’re not even their mother’s kids. Hell, they’re not even related to each other.”

			“Where did they come from?” She was glancing over the papers when Piper got up to pace. She looked like she was thinking about this, but Blaze would bet anything that she was trying to think of a way to tell her. “Just tell me. We’ll deal with the fallout later. Because we know that there will be fallout.”

			“I found their mother, by the way. I don’t know what the kids thought had happened to her, but she left right about the time that Bryson was getting old enough to know that what his father did was not right. Clara might be thought of as the youngest of the two of them, and I bet if you asked Bryson about her birth, he’d not remember a thing about it. Clara is the oldest. The two of them have been together since they were little kids. Not babies, but pretty close to it.” Blaze asked if she was human. “No. She’s not anything that can shift, as far as I can find out. She’s older than Bryson by about fifty years or less.”

			“What is she then?” Piper told her what she thought that she was. “A witch? Clara?” Blaze said nothing, but thought about something. “You know, some of the things that I’ve seen her do, I should have known that she wasn’t human.”

			“Yes. I’m still trying to figure out who might have killed her sire and mother, but I’m hitting dead ends. I did a search of Curt’s mind. He only has it in his head that he and his wife were offered Bryson about thirty years ago as a payoff to some kind of deal he had going. Clara came later as an older child, but she didn’t talk or even walk until about a week or so after she was taken to their home. Some kind of spell, I think. I’m not saying that he doesn’t remember it, just that it’s buried so deep in his head that I have to dig too much and might hurt him. However, now that I think about it, that wouldn’t be so bad either.” 

			“Okay, so Curt has a deal going and he somehow manages to make it work?” Piper said that it seemed like it. “So this person or persons owe him money, and in trade for it they turn over Bryson. What did they do to get Clara?”

			“Clara is harder to nail down. So far all I can tell is that her mother was a witch, her father a warlock. Both of them are dead. Powerful beings, too. I don’t know, but I have a feeling that someone killed her parents for their magic and didn’t get it. Clara got it all. When Clara was found or whatever, whoever killed her parents might not have had any idea where the magic had gone. No idea how they held the golden ticket when it came to powerful beings.” Blaze sat back in her chair and thought about this. “Neither one knows about any of this. If there were memories in their minds, they’re long gone. More than likely erased by whoever gave Clara to the Williams. I have an appointment to talk to Ellen, the woman that was married to Curt, tomorrow. Would you like to go?”

			“Yes, but I think we should tell Bryson and Clara about this.” Bryson came into her office and smiled. He asked what he should know about. “You should have a seat. And know that this information is still in the working out part. We have nothing concrete just yet.”

			“All right. You’re scaring me a little. I just came to steal a kiss.” Bryson kissed her on the mouth, then looked at Piper. “You’re very tense. I’m sure that whatever you found out, it’s something that if we all put our heads together, we can work out.” 

			“Curt Williams isn’t your father. Ellen isn’t your mother either. They’re neither yours nor Clara’s parents.” Bryson looked at her, then back at Piper. She explained to him everything that she’d just told Blaze, leaving nothing out. “I only found out about it because I was doing a search to find out if your mother had any information that we could use about your father. Your father is blocking his mind about certain facts. But he does know that you’re not his children. He has no idea that Clara has magic either. At least not that I can find by searching. I was just telling Blaze that I’d have to hurt him to dig deeper. Or make him remember it somehow so he pulls it from his memory on his own.”

			“But that’s not possible. I remember her coming to our house after Mom left for the hospital.” Piper told Bryson that she’d gone to the hospital, but it was because she’d sustained injuries from Curt when he’d knocked her around. “If she left while I was still a kid, then how do I remember her so well? I remember Dad hitting her too. Mom begging for money for food when he’d taken off with it.”

			“May I touch your head? I can get a clearer image of what you’re seeing with a touch.” He nodded. “Just don’t try and block anything out. Let me look.”

			It took Piper less time than Blaze thought it would to find out something. She knew that Piper found something, but what, she hadn’t said as yet. She was still processing, Blaze thought.

			“They’re not your memories. You remember them because someone planted them in your head. And it looks like it was Ellen.” Bryson asked her why she’d do that. “I don’t know. I have to find Ellen to figure that out. But I do have a better understanding of what went on in your childhood. Also, I have more things on Curt that I’m sure the police don’t know about.” 

			When she simply disappeared, Bryson looked at Blaze. He was visibly upset, and she could tell that he was having a hard time trying to equate what he’d been told with what his memories told him. 

			“Does Clara know about this?” Blaze told him that she didn’t. “I don’t think we should say anything until we have more facts. Otherwise she’ll hunt down Mom...Ellen, and get them herself. Not easily either. I don’t even know what to call them now.”

			“That’s reasonable.” He nodded and picked her up from her chair, and sat her on the couch next to him. “She’s not human. Did you know that before today?”

			“Not a clue. I’ve never seen her do anything other than just be my sister. And now I find out that we’re not even related by blood.” She waited to see what he said next. “Not that it matters, I guess. I would still love her if she was a three headed rat with a sharp tale. Speaking of which, there are mice in the barn. What can we do about that?”

			“I’ll go out there as my bird, or you can, and scare them off.” 

			Bryson sat there for a moment before he burst out laughing. He was still laughing when they were called to dinner. She was glad that he found humor in things still, because she had a feeling that things were going to be bad once they got things figured out with his parents.

			~*~

			“I don’t understand what it is you think I’ve done to you.” Bryson just stared at his dad when he spoke. “Why would anything at all that you might think I’ve done warrant you treating me like this?”

			Bryson looked at his sister. He’d promised her that he’d be quiet, that he’d let her do the talking. So far that hadn’t gone over any better than any other time he’d tried to have a conversation with him. It was always about him deserving something, mostly money from them.

			“I’m not talking to you about what you think you deserve in the way of compensation for raising us. I asked you about how you came to have Bryson and me as your children. We’re both aware that not only are you not our father, but Ellen isn’t our mother. What did you do to get us?” Dad just looked at him, then back at his sister. Dad said that he wanted money. “You mean that you’re going to blackmail us for the answers? Fuck that shit. I’ll find it on my own.”

			When Clara stood up so did he. They were nearly to the door when Dad laughed. Bryson didn’t turn back, like he supposed his father wanted them to, but opened the door. He was done fucking around with his father. They had resources out the ass to find what they needed.

			“Good luck finding out anything.” 

			They moved out the door and into the hallway toward Bryson’s new office. The entire building was his new offices. Having a job, several of them in this case, was making him itchy to get started on even one of them. But he wanted information on what had happened to their birth parents.

			The conference room, where their dad was, had all kinds of cool cameras and electronic devices. But with all that shit, their dad had only whined about not having any cash. He and Clara went into his office. 

			“He knows something. More than likely all of it.” Bryson told her that he did, he was just being a jackass. “I think you’re right. But how do we get it out of him?”

			“I make a phone call and we search his head. Piper said that the memories might not have been there before for her to find because he’d buried it so deep. But now that we’ve sort of made him think about it, she’ll be able to get it.” He picked up the phone. “She’s going to ask if we want it all or not. Can you handle that? I know that I can.”

			“I think so. I hope so, I guess.” She looked around his office. “This is really nice. I love your desk. I mean, it’s so you. All the outdoor stuff you did when we were younger? This desk is perfectly you. Yes, make the call. I need to know more than I’m afraid to know.”

			The call was answered by Remi. He told her what they’d run into and what Piper had told them. When she laughed, he had to smile. There was something so very wonderful about all their laughs, but Remi did it with all that she was. 

			“I’ll look right now.” He said that he’d wait. “Nah, you go do what you need to do to comfort your sister. I can feel her tension all the way here. Take her to lunch. Your dad isn’t going anywhere anytime soon. I’ll keep him away from you for a little while.”

			Bryson didn’t even bother telling her not to hurt him. He was at the point now where he couldn’t care less about anything to do with his father. Last night, he thought, was the straw that broke the camel’s back as far as he was concerned.

			“How’s it going with your decision with your job?” Clara asked him how he’d found out. “Blaze. She tells me everything. You might want to remember that in the future. Also, she can’t lie to me, nor can I lie to her. I wouldn’t anyway, but I like that rule. So? How is it going?”

			“I’ve decided not to take it. I might later on, but I have a project in mind that I’m working on with Remi. Did you know that she has more than a dozen degrees? All of them do, I guess. Anyway, after talking to Blaze, I decided that I have plenty of time for a lot of the things that I might like to do. But I want to help out with as many projects as I can that you guys have.” It sounded to him like she was quitting her job, so he asked her about it. “No, taking time off. I’ve never taken a vacation, and I have a lot of it built up. Since I’m struggling with you getting married and this thing with my father, everything was approved almost as soon as I asked for the time off.”

			“Yes, I can imagine how much of a struggle it is with me marrying your best friend.” They both laughed. “What kind of things did you tell them about our dad?” 

			“The truth. Or at least most of it. I didn’t want to tell them that I didn’t need them, in the event that we run across something that we might need the bureau for.” Bryson nodded. “Do you think that I’m really a witch?”

			“I do. I think that I might have known it for a while now, but never really put the pieces in the right place. You’ve always had this uncanny knack for figuring out a crime scene better and quicker than anyone else. I don’t know if you ever noticed it or not, but you bring things to you. I saw you a few times, but wrote it off as me being exhausted.” She told him that she’d caught herself doing that very thing last night. “It’s not that bad, is it? I mean, to be a witch and have all this power?”

			“No. I mean, other than the bringing things to me and being observant, I don’t know what all I can do now. I’m more worried about what my parents did to have me end up with Ellen and Curt.” He smiled at her. “Yes, I’m calling them by their first name. Until someone tells me otherwise, I think that the two of them had something to do with both of us being with them. I don’t know what yet, but I have a feeling that it’s going to be terrible.”

			Almost as soon as Clara sat down the phone rang. Clara popped back up in the chair when he nodded to her that it was Remi. Before she could start talking—he could tell that it was serious—he asked if he could put her on speaker phone.

			“Yes, but I want you to know that this is going to be hard on your sister. Hard on you too, but you can handle it since you’ve already written your father off.” He told her that he thought Clara had too. “Not yet. But this will make it happen.” 

			After he put Remi on speaker phone, she told Clara the same thing that she’d told him. That it was going to be difficult on her, and that it was terrible. Did she still want to hear it all?

			“Yes. I do and I don’t. But I need to know. As far as writing him off, I think that today in the offices, that might have been a deciding factor for him.” Remi told her that was good. “Is this really bad?”

			“He killed your parents. Both of them, on two different nights. Your mother first, then your father. I’m working to see where this happened. Curt is a little vague on the details. However, Ellen had nothing to do with either of the things that brought you to them. It was why she left him, by the way, because he’d killed your parents, Clara, thinking that he’d get some of the money and magic that came with it. Mostly the magic. Little did he know, or even could figure out, that before they were dead, each of them gave their magic, all of it, to you.” Bryson asked if that was why she’d not spoken or had any memories when she first came to them. “I believe so. The magic, and there was a considerable amount of it, would have been too much for your mind at that time. You were nearly forty then. And because you got it all at once, they made you appear to be younger so that you’d have a long time to figure it out while living with someone that would hopefully take care of you. When your mother gave you hers, she thought that your father would be there to help you with it. The same idea that your father had about giving you his. They didn’t know that the other had been killed. At least not until it was too late for you to have someone to guide you through the magic that you’d gotten.”

			“He thought that they were rich.” Remi said that they were. “So not only did he kill them both and take me, but he robbed them as well?”

			“No, he didn’t find the estate. And if you think about it, you’ll understand why. He didn’t know where they lived. Curt had taken them both when they were out of the home. He was clueless to know where you lived, because they didn’t live long enough for him to ask. You didn’t know, he found out, because you weren’t talking.” Bryson started laughing first, then Remi joined him. It wasn’t until Clara started laughing that he felt better about it. Curt really was a dumbass. “I have how much you’re worth now. Your parents were immortals. Not true ones as you both are, but they had been around for a very long time. Again, not as long as the other birds and I have been, but enough to have a considerable fortune. It’s been waiting for you to find it. The witches’ council has been holding it since you came up missing and your parents’ bodies were identified.”

			“Did they suffer?” Remi said that they had not. “Curt killed them because he knew that they had money. But after doing so, he didn’t get anything because he was too stupid to take them from their home. Or see them coming out of it.” 

			“Yes. You have a very lovely mansion not far from where you lived with the Williams. Oh, your name isn’t Clara at all. Your mother named you after her mother. You’re—please don’t laugh—Dawn Stardust Fitzgerald. Your mother was also Stardust, but her first name was Glenna. Dad was James Lloyd Fitzgerald. That’s all I know for now, but will have more soon for you, Clara.” Remi laughed and asked if she wanted to be called Dawn or Stardust. 

			“I’ll have to think on that for a little while. I’ve always been Clara since I can remember, but I do like the name. Both of them.” Remi told her that it was up to her. “Thank you for this. I’m sure that there is more that I need to know, but for now, I’m all right with what you gave me.”

			“You’re welcome. Now for you, Bryson. It was just as we found out about you coming to them. Your father, a worse gambler than Curt is, lost the house that you’re living in, as well as you. Your mom, Rosemarie Andrews, was pretty upset about Brian Andrews losing the house. Once she’d been told about you also being a part of the deal, she didn’t waste another breath on your real father and killed him. Then she killed herself. There were no other children born to them except you. However, you do have maternal grandparents that are still alive, both in their early eighties. I had Piper working on your name while I talked to Clara. Their names are Reba and Paul Shepardson. They’re in an assisted living place, but are as bright and clear, from what I’ve been told, as you are.”

			“That’s great.” Remi said that she thought so as well. “Grandparents. I’d be thrilled to meet them. But being eighty, I wouldn’t want to hurt them in any way.”

			“They do know that you’re out there someplace. As far as they know, someone came along and took you from your parents. Even the police covered up that they’d been a murder/ suicide. And that the house was used to pay off a gambling debt. Piper looked; they have always assumed that Curt took you. However, they had no proof. I think they’d love to know that you’re alive before they pass on. Piper said that it was all that was holding them back, finding you and seeing you one last time. You were about four months old when you were given to the Williams.” He asked where they were and Remi told them. “I’d go see them, and take Blaze with you. She might be able to take some of their pain away so that you can spend a little longer with them. I wouldn’t think she’d give them immortality. They’re much too old for that, and in a great deal of old age pain. But make it soon.”

			After they hung up with Remi, Bryson called Blaze. He was going to go and see them tonight if she was free. When she told him that she’d spoken to Piper and that she had cleared her calendar, they decided they would go there as soon as she got to where he was. Bryson asked Clara if she was all right.

			“I think I am. It’s a lot to take in, isn’t it?” He nodded and asked her if she wanted to go with them. “No, I don’t think so. I want to think about all this, and then go see the witches’ council about them. I don’t know what I’d need to talk to them, but I would like to do that soon too.”

			“Take Mercy with you. I don’t know why, but I think she might have a connection to them. She might not, but if you don’t get answers from them, Mercy will get them for you.” She hugged him when he stood up. “Not that I mind, but what was that for?”

			“You made this happen for us. I mean, I know that you didn’t know that it was going to lead us to what we’ve been told, but it was a step in the right direction. I might never have known what I do now. And because you found your mate, I got six sisters and a really super nice brother-in-law.” Clara hugged him again. “I love you, Bryson. You will forever be my brother. No matter what we find out in the future, You’re my big brother.”

			“And you my sister, Clara.” She told him what she wanted to be called. “I think that is an excellent name. Dawn it is then. I’m so glad to have you in my life as well.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Reba fussed at Paul about his attire. They didn’t really have a dress code where they were staying, nor did she really care what he wore. But they’d been married for sixty-four years, and she wasn’t going to stop fussing at him now. Even if she had to make things up to get on him about.

			“I’m not wearing a dad burn tie, Reba. I’m going to go in there and have myself a Coney dog. I don’t want to wear a tie to a cookout. If you make me, I’m going to use that thing for my napkin, see if I don’t.” She was laughing with the love of her life when someone knocked on the door to their condo. “I’ll get it. I have to find my shoes anyway. I need one of them locater things on them, I tell you. I’m forever losing something.”

			When she heard a man’s voice, she made her way to the living room to see who it was. The man and woman standing there were strangers, but she knew that her husband would know everything about them—

			Reba grabbed her chest. Her heart was pounding so hard that she was sure they could see it beating out of her chest. Making her way closer to the door, Paul moved out of the way when she stood in front of him.

			“Bryson? You’re my Bryson, aren’t you?” Paul was speaking behind her, but she could no more understand him than she could see around the tears that were filling her eyes. “You look so much like my daughter. So very much. You have her eyes.”

			“Thank you. I’ve never seen a picture of her yet. May we come in?” Feeling silly for not thinking to invite them in, she was nearly to the couch when she turned and hugged the younger man tightly in her arms. “I wish that I had known you before now.”

			Pulling back, Reba looked at her grandson. Her only grandson was here, now. Paul asked if he could have a hug. Moving out of his way so that he could hug Bryson too was the hardest thing that she’d ever done. Then she noticed the young woman with Bryson.

			“You must think we’re very silly.” The woman said that she didn’t think that at all. “He was taken from us. That old fool, his father, actually sold him and his mother’s home like they were nothing but leftover rolls from dinner.” 

			“We only just found out today what happened. I’m Blaze Andrews, Bryson’s wife. We also only just figured out that his last name was—” Grabbing the young woman up in her arms, Reba hugged her as well. “I can’t believe that you were still waiting on him to come to you. But I’m so very happy that you’re here for him. He’s lost so much.”

			“He did.” Reba pulled back and looked at Blaze. “I’m betting that you didn’t know your name was not Andrews either, did you? I just knew that bastard had Bryson. But I was afraid that if he didn’t, then it would break my heart even more. Curt, he told us that if we came sniffing around again, his words not ours, that if he did have Bryson he’d smother him in his sleep. It’s why we didn’t look. We were terrified. But knowing that Bryson would grow up someday and perhaps know about us, then we could feel as if we saved him for that.”

			Paul nearly dragged Bryson to the couch. Blaze laughed; it was pretty the way it sounded. Holding her hand, hoping that this wasn’t a dream, her and Paul spoke at the same time, asking them about their lives. Reba noticed that Paul was holding onto Bryson’s hand as well.

			“We’ve only been married for a short time. Less than a month.” Reba was so saddened that she’d not been invited, then laughed at her silliness. Bryson told them that he’d never been happier than he was at this moment. “The minute that I met Blaze, I knew that she was the perfect person for me. We’ve been having so much fun getting to know one another.”

			“Oh, pictures. I have some pictures for you.” She jumped up, but Blaze said that she’d get them for her. Pointing out where they were, the pretty young woman brought the two albums to the couch with her. “These are the ones from before our Rosemarie met that terrible man. Please tell me that he didn’t beat you or tie you up.”

			“I wish that I could, but I survived him, and that’s all you should think about. And that I’m here. I had a sister while I was there. Like me, she just found out that she wasn’t related to the Williams either. I can tell you that there will be justice served, but I’m not supposed to tell you any more than that.” Reba understood, but she wanted to know if Curt was going to jail. Instead of asking him, she asked them if they were hungry. “We are, thanks. Blaze and I would like to have dinner with the two of you if you don’t mind, Grandma.”

			Her heart, broken in pieces for all these years, healed up with that simple name. Grandma. No one had ever called her that before. Getting all weepy, she made her way to the bathroom so that she could clean up. 

			Looking at herself in the mirror, Reba could see something she’d not seen in decades. The spark. The same spark that she’d had the day that her daughter had handed little Bryson to her the first time. It, like her broken heart, had been weighing heavily on her since that day, four months later, that Bryson had disappeared and her daughter, her beloved little girl, was taken from her. 

			Even though Rosemarie had killed herself, she would forever blame it on Brian. The things that he’d done, even before Bryson had been born, were too numerous and too heinous to name. The things that Rosy—what her father had called her from birth—had to endure had made her want to hunt Brian down daily and beat some sense into him. But some people, she had come to realize, were just too stupid to understand that they needed help. Gambling had taken her daughter and grandson away from her entirely too soon.

			Dinner was a lavish affair. Reba never would have believed that she’d be doing this, having such a fine meal with her grandson and granddaughter. Blaze was so wonderful, and Reba could almost touch the love that the two of them had for each other. As they talked about all the things they were doing, the charity work and other works of kindness, Reba was ever so happy that Bryson was not like his father, but just like Rosy was when she’d been younger. Generous to a fault.

			Paul talked to Bryson and Reba asked Blaze what she did for a living. The smile that she gave her made Reba smile right back at her. It was another thing that she’d never thought to have. To—

			“I’m dwelling too much on the things that I thought I’d never get to do without Bryson around. I need to stop that thinking right now.” Blaze told her that she was so happy that they’d found each other. “I am as well. I was losing hope, you know. After so long, I wasn’t sure that I’d ever see him before we died. And now he’s here. You both are.”

			“Yes. Mrs. Shepardson, I wanted to—” Reba asked if she’d mind calling her Grandma. “I’d love that. Thank you. But I wanted to tell you something. I’m not human.”

			“I didn’t think you were, my dear. I don’t know why, but you are just too elegant to have only been around for thirty some odd years. You have a way about you that makes me think you’re even older than we are.” Blaze told her that she was. Nodding, Reba spoke again. “Did you think it was going to make a difference as to how we’d feel about you? I can tell you right now that I don’t give a fig what you are. So long as you continue to keep looking at Bryson the way you do tonight. He might have been out of our lives for nearly forty years, my dear, but I love him like he’s been here all along.”

			“I’ve taken it upon myself to heal you.” Reba looked at her husband, then back at Blaze. “Him as well. Now that Bryson has found you, I’d hate for his time with you to be cut short because you have cancer and Paul will die with you. He will, you know. Die of a broken heart, the same as I would if anything happened to Bryson. He’s my life. Bryson owns my heart as well. I could no more go on without him than you or Paul could without the other.”

			“I don’t know what to say.” Blaze put her hand over hers that were tightly grasped on the table. “You’re an immortal. You made Bryson one as well, haven’t you?”

			“I have. I could you too, both of you, if you were to allow me to change you. Nothing more than a touch. Nothing that would harm either of you. But I want you to think on it before either of you say yes. You will be around for a very long time. You will never hurt or get sick, but forever is a very long time.” 

			Reba nodded. “There would be perks too. That’s all I can think about at the moment. The perks that will come to us if we agree. Great grandchildren and beyond. Spending time with you and Bryson. Also the woman that he thought of as his sister. I’m assuming that they’re close.” Blaze told her as close as they could be and not be blood related. “I’d like to adopt her as well. Take her into my heart and give her whatever she wishes from me and Paul.”

			“It’s doubtful that she’d want anything from you that you’re not willing to give her. Dawn, she’s a great deal like Bryson. And as sweet.” Reba felt the tears roll down her cheeks. “I have five sisters. A brother-in-law, as well as a niece. They, too, would benefit from having grandparents around. Even though my sisters and I are a great deal older than you, we’d benefit in ways that I can only imagine. But you must think about what forever means, Grandma.”

			“Paul and I have money. A great deal of it. We’d not be a burden on the two of you.” Blaze told her that she had a great deal of money too, far more than they did. “I’d not take anything from either of you that you weren’t willing to give us.”

			“Just your love. That’s all we’d want. And a hug when we need one, or you do. Or even if you just pass me in the house and hug me.” Reba lifted her head up then, looking at Blaze. “A great grandchild will also need you to tell him about his grandmother. How she was happy as a child. Since Bryson never knew his mom, it would help him as well to get to know her through your eyes. See her when she was only a child. Tell them about her schoolwork and how she excelled so much better than the other children. That learning to ride a bike got her a broken arm. How you and Paul both cried because you thought that you’d failed her.”

			Sobbing now, Reba didn’t even care that Blaze was reading her mind. Those memories and more were things that she’d not thought of in years. Hugging Blaze, hanging onto her for support, she told her that she’d talk to Paul tonight. And then made Blaze promise her that she’d not leave them at the old peoples’ home forever.

			~*~

			Curt waved at everyone in town that he came across. It was, or it had been, a very friendly town until the meeting yesterday with Bryson and Clara. Since then he’d been treated with disdain and meanness. Even the grocery guy had given him a pass on an apple or two when he went by his place. Today he’d run him down and demanded that he pay for them. It had taken his last buck to get the guy off his back.

			He wondered how a single person like his boy could command a little town like this one in such a short amount of time. Then he thought of the woman—Beano, or something like that, was her name. Beano was the one that wore the pants in their family. He’d known that even before she took that cheap shot at him and hit him when he wasn’t looking.

			“Women.” He looked around to see if anyone heard him. Just yesterday he’d been warned about talking to himself. The cops told him to be crazy on his own time or they’d take him in, whatever the hell that might have meant. Even if that was what he said. Curt had trouble keeping what people said in reality straight with what he wanted to hear. Usually it involved him getting cash, but he’d been using that trick so much that it was becoming a habit for him. 

			Curt wanted to get in touch with Ellen. She might well have been the one that told them how he’d come to be the father of them two ungrateful curs. Ellen didn’t care for the way that he’d picked up Bryson. And she’d been wholly pissed off when he’d come home with Clara. Not even naming the kid after her aunt soothed her into staying to help him raise them. Of course, she did tell him, with her body all stiff and her teeth not moving, that Clara wasn’t her aunt’s name. 

			He never bothered with names all that much. He’d learn them if he had to, like with his wife and the kids. But the rest of the world could go to hell in a handbasket for all he gave a shit. Curt was better at “Hey you” or “buddy” than he was with some name that your parents stuck on you when you couldn’t tell them that you’d rather have a normal name, rather than being named after some dead relative to get money from them.

			He’d even changed his name when he got away from home. His name, he remembered. It was a name that got him into so much trouble at school that he just quit going after a while. Renaldo Cortland Williams. And if that wasn’t bad enough, he was the sixth. Five other people had had to endure what he had when he’d been a kid.

			Getting to the grocery store, he saw the man putting out his fruit for the day, like this place was back in the fifties and had never seen a big grocery store like Curt loved. The man guarded his fruit like he was guarding his family jewels. He didn’t want the fruit any more than he did the guy’s jewels. They were more than likely as dried up as he was.

			“They said you have the only payphone in town. It’s not that I don’t believe anyone—hell, you more than likely have had the same one for fifty years. But I gotta make a collect call.” The grocer nodded to the back of the store. “Thanks.”

			Sure enough, not only was there a phone in an actual booth back there, but it had a thick cushion on it like his mom had made it. Ruffles and all. And the sucker had a rotary dial. He was still laughing when the zero made its way back to its home to call the operator. When she answered, he had to straighten up to answer her.

			“I’d like to make a collect call to Ellen Williams. She lives in Texas.” The operator said that she’d need more than that, like an address. “Address? I don’t have that. Just Texas. Can’t you do a search for her like that?”

			“Sure, why not?” He heard a tone there, but wasn’t sure since he didn’t know her. “Sir, there are seventy-three hundred Williams in the state of Texas. Over a hundred are Ellens, and another five hundred have the first initial of ‘E.’ If you have a pen and paper, I can give you all those numbers.”

			“Are you kidding me right now?” She said that she didn’t have any kind of humor in her today, it was Monday. “It can’t be Monday. But that’s beside the point. I can’t be writing down that many numbers. We’d be here all day. Then I’d need a quarter to each to see if that’s her or not.”

			“A phone call is now fifty cents from a payphone, sir.” He wanted to hang up on the woman, but was afraid, like with the town, that she’d tell everyone that he’d messed up and no one would try to help him anymore. “If there is nothing else that I can help.…”

			“You didn’t help me at all. I need to talk to Ellen Williams. Can’t you just call them all at once and find out which one was my Ellen? I know you can do it. You’re the phone company.” The operator huffed at him. “Look, you mean person. I pay your wages, and you’re supposed to help me when I call in. It’s your job.”

			“Okay, first, you don’t pay my wages. I work for the phone company. They pay my wages. Secondly, if you think that I have the ability to call over six hundred people at once, you’re mistaken. There would be no need for robot calls to annoy people all at one time and hope people bite on the scams. Thirdly, and this is the most important thing I can say to you, find Ellen yourself, if you need her that badly.” Then, like he knew she would, she disconnected the call.

			People were just rude anymore. He knew that he was as well. Hell, he’d made a living off taking advantage of people and being a snot. But she worked a job, and she should have been nicer. This was one of those times he wished he could remember a name. That way he could have called her boss and had her fired or written up or something. 

			Coming out of the booth, he saw Bryson there waiting on him. One look at the grocery store person made him think that he was the one that had called him. He started to tell his son the same thing he did every time he saw him, but Bryson told him to come with him and to shut up.

			They were on the sidewalk when he got his tongue working again. “That ain’t no way to talk to me, son.” Bryson stopped and turned so quickly that he nearly ran into him. “Watch what you’re doing there. You nearly knocked me down.”

			“I should put you in a grave, is what I should do. What the hell were you thinking when you stole that man’s fruit? Don’t you realize that he has to make a living too? Christ. And then to call the state of Texas looking for your wife?” Curt told him that it was his mother, same as he was his dad. “No, you’re not. Neither of you are my parents. You stole me from my mother a long time ago, as well as took their home. In turn, she killed her husband, then herself, thanks to you.”

			“You can’t be pinning that one on me. I didn’t have nothing to do with that shit. Besides, I did a fine job raising you up. Look at you now, a man about town. And money out the ass. I only need a few thousand bucks, son. Once I get enough investors, then I can be on Easy Street plus paying you back.”

			“You want me to finance another one of your schemes.” Curt said not to be so negative. “You’ve made me that way. Broken promises and lies have turned me into a man that doesn’t believe a single word that flows over the rotted teeth in your head.”

			Closing his mouth, he glared at Bryson. He used to be so sweet. Then here lately he was hard to even have a conversation with. It was always how he’d messed things up. Taken money that hadn’t been his. Now this, even with Bryson having enough to share, he was putting up another fuss about that. He asked him if he had any cash on him.

			“I do. About two grand, I think. I also have credit cards with my name on them, as well as credit accounts all over the country. Some homes, too, that we’re going to visit soon. Things that belong to me and my wife.” He told him that he should tell her that he spent the cash and to give it to him. “No. that is never going to happen. Not to mention, I won’t lie to my wife about it. There is no way in hell that I’m going to ever do a damned thing for you or with you again.”

			“She’s sort of butch. Don’t you think?” Bryson just put his arms over his chest and said nothing. “Boy, I never noticed how big you’ve gotten. You must have gotten that from your old man.”

			“I wouldn’t know. I never saw him after he was killed and you took me from them.” That wasn’t what he meant and he told Bryson that. “If you mean I got it from you, then that’s not even possible. You’re nothing to me. Not by blood or love.”

			“You don’t love me? Hell, I made you what you are today, didn’t I?” Bryson told him no. “You sure do like that word, don’t you? I mean, you say it pretty near all the time now.”

			“No, I don’t love you. I don’t know that I ever did after you made Ellen cry when you took the money that was to buy Clara and me food for the week. You made her cry a great deal.” Curt said that she got over it. “I’m sure she did. But I didn’t. We went hungry because you were a fucking gambling addict that needed a fix all the time.”

			“Your sister said that same thing to me.” He waited for Bryson to deny Clara being his sister. “So, she can be your sister, but I can’t be your daddy? You do know that she’s no more your sister than I am your daddy. Right?”

			“I love her. You’re a pain in the ass. Why are you looking for Ellen?” Curt started to ask him where he’d heard that and eyed the store again, knowing that little shit had told his boy. “She’s not going to help you with whatever you have going on in your head. I just found out that you were having affairs, and she had had enough.”

			“How the fuck did you get that? That man in there, he sure is nosy, don’t you think?” Bryson asked him again why he was contacting her. “I don’t want her talking to you about my business. I’m thinking that you’ve already spoke to her, and she’s giving out things that don’t concern you.”

			“Yes, I’ve already talked to her. In fact, she’s coming here today so that I can have a nice long talk with her. About you, if you want to know.” Curt asked him why. “Because I think you’ve been holding onto secrets long enough. I want answers that you’re not giving me. Not unless we pay you. I called Ellen, and she said that she had stuff on you that would put you in jail.”

			“Why on earth would she do that? Damn it, Bryson, why are you making trouble for me? What did I ever do to you?” Bryson asked him how long did he have for him to go down the list of things. “You’re not at all nice. Not one little bit. Does that wife of yours know what a person you are?”

			“Yes. You’re just lucky that I’m with you and not her. She hates you more than I do.” She scared Curt a bit more than he liked to admit. “I want you to leave town, Curt. You might just live longer if you do.”

			“And how the hell do you figure that’s going to happen when I don’t have any fucking money?” Bryson just walked away. “You’d better be paying up, son. I’d really hate to have to tell some stories on you to that wife of yours.”

			Bryson just flipped him off. Just as he was walking away, his boy raised his hand over his head and flipped him off. What a horrible way to treat the man that raised you, Curt thought. Just terrible. The world was going to pot, and there wasn’t a damn thing people could do about it anymore. Which reminded him, he needed some pot to get him through this shit. But he really needed cash to make that happen. Damn his kids.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Ellen didn’t know what to do with all this wealth that surrounded her in Bryson’s home. And to say that it was tastefully done in the house would have been a gross understatement. Everything was beautiful. The wood shone like it had been waxed only this morning. Both Bryson and Blaze had welcomed her with open arms, and set her up in a luxurious room that made her think of old movies and bed and breakfasts. Tonight she was going to get to see Clara…or Dawn. Either way, she was nervous about that too.

			“Do you need anything, Mrs. Foster?” Ellen smiled and told Blaze that it was a lovely room. “We’re just getting started on getting things set up here. Your room, I think, is the only one with pictures on the wall so far.”

			“They’re very good paintings. I could almost step into the one where the water is tumbling off the mountain and take a long soak. My goodness. I bet the painter was right there when they painted it.” Blaze said that she had been. “You painted that? Oh my. Beauty and talent. Bryson is a very lucky young man.”

			“It’s me that’s lucky. I didn’t think that I’d ever meet anyone like Joel, my sister’s husband. They’re so in love that you can almost taste it in the air around them.” Ellen said that’s what she felt when she was around Bryson and Blaze. “Thank you very much. It was love at first sight.”

			Ellen was led to the large living room. The furniture in this room wasn’t wood, but it looked just as beautiful. The colors were of the deepest of earth tones—reds that defied a name, and so many browns and blues that they seemed to blend into each other on every piece. Standing next to the fireplace, Ellen peeked out into the back yard. It was gorgeous too. The pool, an enormous thing, looked like you could park several semis in it and still have a place to swim.

			“I guess you know how we got the kids. I didn’t stick around long after Dawn was brought to the house. It was hard enough for me to raise Bryson knowing that his mother and father were dead.” Blaze told her that they’d made a connection with Bryson’s grandparents. “I had no idea they were alive. Why didn’t they take them? Never mind. I have a feeling that I know. Bryson wasn’t given to Curt to raise when they passed away, was he?”

			“No. Did you know about the house?” Ellen didn’t, so Blaze told her about the poker game and him winning not just the house that they’d lived in, but also Bryson. “Dawn, she was gotten because her parents had something Curt wanted. Money. It seems to always boil down to money when it comes to him.”

			“Did he have anything to do with the death of Bryson’s parents?” Blaze told her that in a misdirected way, he had. “I thought so. It just didn’t seem right to me the story that Curt told me. They were druggies, he told me. Just barely making it. I found it hard to believe, but I had Bryson. Then I read about the murder suicide thing in the paper. It was after that that I started to doubt anything that Curt told me. I had for a long time, but it was harder to sweep under the rug after that.”

			“He did kill Dawn’s parents. They were both witches, and he did it to get their magic and their money. Little did he know that they’d given all their magic to Dawn before he killed them both. I wondered why he’d never killed her instead of raising her like he did.” 

			Ellen told her that might have been her fault. “I wanted another child. I can’t have them, so I guess he went out and stole me one. But you see, I knew that he’d killed them, her parents. I was thinking that was the reason that Clara didn’t speak when she was brought to me. The trauma, I thought.”

			“We’ve come to the conclusion that it was more than likely getting all the magic that she did. Her body and mind would have had to adjust to that sort of double dose of powerful magic.” 

			“I used to not believe in that sort of thing, magic and witches. But when I moved to Texas, I found out all sorts of things that I had no idea about before. My second husband was a wolf shifter. He was the pack leader too. Up until he had a massive stoke, he was always there for me. He had two children of his own that I helped raise when I went out there. You might say that I was married for the first time with the amount of love I had for the man.”

			“I’m so glad that you were able to find happiness after Curt. He’s not a good man, is he?” Ellen said that she didn’t know the half of it. “That’s what we were hoping you could help us find out. And now that you’re here, stay with us for a while. We have plenty of room.”

			“I don’t know, Blaze. I just don’t feel right barging into your lives right now. You two just got married and all. No. You don’t need an old woman here that is going to be in the way.” Blaze laughed. She didn’t know if it was at the situation or her. Either way, she wasn’t all that thrilled and stood up. “You see. We’re already at odds with each other.”

			“I’m not at odds with you, Ellen. But you saying that you’re old is funny to me. I’m way older than you. Hell, I’m order than this town, this state, and not to mention, I’m older than this country. I was a bird a long time ago.” Blaze sat down when Ellen’s knees just simply gave out on her. “My sisters and I were made, created, because a queen that we worked for needed protection. Being a woman, she knew that at any time she could have been made to marry a man for her lands. And she had a great many of them. So, using her considerable magic, she turned a falcon, eagle, phoenix, vulture, an owl, and me, a hawk, into something that would work for her and not try and take over her kingdom. We were loyal and very good for her.”

			“I’m not saying that I believe you. But what happened after that? It’s a fantastic story. It’s just a little too much for me to believe or even to take in.”

			“I understand. What happened is just what she had predicted. She was ordered to marry the king of a land that was dying. Even his castle was in so much disrepair that it was hardly worth trying to fix. But, being her, she wouldn’t because she’d seen what men of his ilk would do to people that were a part of their kingdom. So in order to save those hundreds of people in her care, she devised a plan to not marry, but most importantly, to not marry a tyrant.”

			“Why did you marry Bryson?” Blaze told her that she loved him with all her heart. “Good. Then I don’t care what you are or what you did in the past. I might have left him with Curt, but I loved that little boy very much. And he’s turned out to be very smart with a sweet disposition, completely opposite of what Curt more than likely tried to raise him as.”

			“Curt has done some terrible things.” Ellen nodded. “I’m betting that you know a few more. Perhaps things that might be provable to the police.”

			“How much do you have now?” Blaze told her what they knew about Bryson and Dawn’s parents. Also, they knew how he’d swindled Bryson’s parents, and that he’d killed Dawn’s parents for her magic. “Yes, I understand now. You know this but have no proof. I might be able to help you with that. What else?”

			“He thinks to claim the house that was a part of the plot that got Bryson’s parents killed. By the way, if you’d like it, Bryson and Dawn will turn it over to you. Don’t say no just yet until you hear me out. They’ll either have the house destroyed or they’ll sell it off, because it would piss Curt off royally. Before you arrived here, they found out how it had come to be the one you lived in. They want nothing to do with it now.” Ellen thought of having the house for a moment and told her that she’d take it. “Good for you. Everything that is in the house now is yours as well if you want it. If not, then we’ll help you get something more to your liking.”

			“I have nothing.” Blaze just nodded the one time. “I guess you had me investigated. I don’t blame you. Had I the money, I might well have done the same thing. But my husband, Bishop Wolf, his children got everything in the will and I was to get the house. Neither of them cared for that and had a slick attorney toss me out. After I spent the last twenty years raising them, taking care of them, they did this to me. Not to mention, staying with their dad when he was hurt so badly from his first stoke.”

			“I heard. If it makes you feel any better, Esy is looking into things about the will and the children. She saw some things in the will that looked like they’d been changed—not legally. She’ll find it better than anyone else could.” Ellen told her that she didn’t have to do that. “Bryson asked her to. And since they all love my husband very much, they’ll search it for him.”

			“I thank you. But as I said, they had money and the house, and I had nothing by the time they were finished with me.” Blaze said that she was sorry. Changing the subject, Ellen said she didn’t want to think about those kids right now. “I have a safety deposit box here in this town. I have paid on it every quarter since I took one out after leaving Curt. It holds receipts for some of the things that Curt purchased and said that he didn’t. Not much in that, but I also have the receipts from when he resold both items he received after claiming he didn’t. Also, names and dates of people that he dealt with during his drug runs. That was a very profitable project of his. Bryson and I never saw any of that money. There was never any food in the house.”

			“How old was Bryson when you left?” Ellen had to think about it. “I thought he was just a baby.”

			“He was just a little boy, about seven, or maybe as old as nine, I think. Dawn, she was already older than that when Curt brought her home to us. I stayed a year after that.” Ellen thought of the day she’d left. “We’d had a huge fight, Curt and I. It was about money—always about the money with him. But he’d been gone for about a week then. Dawn had been so difficult to care for. And I resented her a little because she was taking more time and food from Bryson and me. Curt wanted yet another child, but I knew what that meant. He was going to kill someone else’s parents so that I could have another child to take care of without food or money. I left them both there. I hated that most of all, leaving them there. In my defense, I thought that he’d not kill anyone else if he had those two without me there to help him out. But I just couldn’t stand to think that another family would be broken apart. Parents murdered trying to protect what was theirs. So, I left.”

			“You were never married to Curt. Did you know that?” Ellen told her that she’d figured it out after she’d tried to get a divorce from him. “The license, if there ever was one, wasn’t filed.”

			“When I stop and think of all the shit that he piled on me while we were together, I want to cry. Just crawl into a corner and sob my heart out. Then I met Bishop, and I thought, here is a man that I can spend the rest of my life with.” Ellen wiped at the tears with a tissue from the box beside of her. “I’d had such a shitty life. I worked so hard to get my shit together and just be a little happy. I was for a time. I really was. Then his children ruined even that for me. I didn’t want it all, just a place that I could call my own and a home that I could live out the rest of my days in.”

			“Bryson made that happen for you.” She nodded, unable to say anything due to the lump in her throat. “I’m going to let you rest for a while, Ellen. My sisters are coming over for dinner tonight to meet you. Bryson should be finished working by then. He’s been working on this project with Joel, my brother-in-law, for two weeks now, and it’s going well.”

			After Blaze left her alone, Ellen did lie on the bed. Her heart was heavy. She couldn’t believe how much she’d told the other woman, how easy it had been to talk to her. That was something else that she’d never had. A friend, a woman friend that she could just talk to about everything and nothing at all.

			Ellen closed her eyes, trying her best to simply take a nap, rest up. Instead, she got up and found the key to the safety deposit box. Writing down the bank number of the container and putting the key with it, she felt better and laid down once again. Bryson had always been a wonderful little boy. Someone that grew up to be a good man. She was ever so happy that she got to talk to him again. And to see how he’d turned out.

			~*~

			Curt waited at the end of the driveway of a home that he wanted to get into. He needed cash, and he figured that the old people that lived in this house would have plenty just laying around, waiting for someone to take. When they turned off the light at the front door, he knew that meant they were in for the night. 

			Going in through the garage, where he’d unlocked the door earlier today, he paused by the nice set of wheels that he was going to borrow too. Rubbing his hands over the hood of the nice big car, he made his way to the house to go and have a look around. 

			Pausing just a few minutes, Curt gave them time to go to their bedroom and close up for the night. In his experience, old people like these would turn in as soon as it was dark outside. He had a feeling that these two would do the same. He was going to use that to his advantage.

			Opening the door to what he thought was the kitchen, he nearly tumbled down the stairs to the basement. The huge yawning hole was big enough to take a fridge down—sideways, he thought. Turning to his left, he saw the small light over the stove and smiled. This is what he’d been hoping to find.

			He figured that he could get in and out of the house after tossing it in less time than he’d been able to work out which house to rob. Picking a knife from the block on the counter, Curt put it in his back pocket, blade up. He walked through the kitchen to the fridge. Putting his hand over the light, just in case they didn’t close their bedroom door, he pulled out the pizza box and ate the last three pieces standing there at the counter. Even cold it was like having a steak dinner. Curt put his face under the faucet in the sink and drank directly from it, and felt better than he had in some time. Leaving the empty pizza box on the counter, he walked to the living room to see what might be lying around.

			There wasn’t a television worth pawning, he saw. Nor was the furniture worth much. It was like what his grandma had in her house before she’d died. He did notice there were plenty of old frames around the room. No computer in this room, he noticed. 

			Looking down the long hallway, he saw four doors. Having thought that the place had only one or two, Curt didn’t know how he was going to figure out which room the couple might be in. 

			“Damn it.” He’d nearly forgotten where he was for a moment, and slapped his hand over his mouth. That’s a good way to get caught, he thought with a laugh, just talk loud enough for someone to hear you.

			Deciding to take a chance, he opened the first door on his left. It was the bathroom. He didn’t close the door again, but went inside to use it. He’d been waiting outside for hours, he thought, and had to piss like a racehorse. When he was finished, he moved to the sink to wash up and saw the little antique mirror and brush set. Picking it up, he put it into the pillowcase that he’d brought just for this occasion.

			The next door was a linen closet. He thought about taking a couple of towels, but he didn’t have any idea how much loot he was going to find, so left them there. Maybe when he was finished, if he had the room, he’d come back for some.

			The next door was a bedroom. The thing was huge. Going deeper into the room, he was rummaging around, finding all kinds of cool stuff to take, when someone screamed. Christ almighty, he thought for sure that a banshee had run up on him. The kid in the bed was still screaming her head off when the light came on.

			The gunshot nearly took his leg off. The second shot hit just inches above his head. The old man was reloading when Curt tried his best to get out of the room with his bag. He got no further than the linen closet when he was fired upon again. These people were insane.

			The buckshot hit him in his ass. Christ almighty, he felt like they’d set his ass aflame. Holding his ass and his bag, he slipped twice in the kitchen trying to get away when he was shot a third time. This one hit him in the back of his legs, as well as his ass again. 

			Running and limping, he was out the door when he realized that at some point he’d dropped his bag. Turning back to get it, he heard the snap of the gun being loaded again. Heard the man scream at someone named Betsy to call the police for him. Turning around again, he decided that there was nothing worth what it was going to cost him to get someone to dig the buckshot out of his ass.

			Limping back to his hotel, he was stopped by the hotel manager. He didn’t have time for this shit and told him that. As he was turning to leave him standing there, the man started screaming. Whatever he saw around his buttocks area, it was making the manager green with sickness. Curt ran up to his room as best he could with all the pain taking his breath away.

			Turning on the bathtub faucets, Curt stripped off his clothing. He needed to cool his ass off right now. Sitting down in the almost cold water, he cried out when it felt like he was being shot up again. Where the hell had that old man gotten that shotgun?

			Sitting in the now pink water, he thought about what he’d just failed at. No goods to trade off. No cash to put anything down on the sure thing he’d seen at the racetrack listings. And nothing at all to get his butt cleaned out and stitched together. They were going to have to stitch him up, Curt just knew it. Because as badly as he hurt right now, he was sure that it was going to take major surgery to get himself better.

			“I’m going to sue them bastards.” Curt was starting to feel better now, so he made plans. “I don’t know how long that’ll take, but someone will surely put me up when they figure out how I’m going to get millions.”

			The longer he sat there in the reddening water, the more extravagant his plans got. By the time someone was pounding at his door, he had a mansion, a limo driver, as well as sixteen brides to help him ease his nights away.

			Getting out of the tub, he could feel each little cut again. Yanking the door open, he was greeted by not just the manager of the hotel, but the police too. He asked him what he could do for them.

			“There’s blood leading up to this room.” Curt told the cop that he didn’t know what he might be talking about. “There is also a great deal of blood on your legs, and the towel that you have is nearly soaked with it.”

			“I cut myself shaving.” The cop cocked his brow at him. “Yes, I cut myself shaving. I bet you’ve never done anything like that before.”

			“We also have a description of a man that broke into the Manning home. You fit the description to a tee, including the buckshot you currently have in your ass.” Curt told him that he didn’t know what he was talking about. “We’re going to match your DNA with the evidence that you left behind when you ran slipping and sliding in your own blood trying to get away from Mr. Manning.”

			“Yeah? I still don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m busy now, so I’m going to close the door and leave you to whatever you have.” The cop put up his hand just as he was trying to close the door. “I didn’t invite you in. Get the hell out of my room.”

			“He’s also not paid anything on his bill, Officer. He keeps telling me that his children are going to pay it. But Lord Bryson said that he wanted nothing to do with this man. And Lady Blaze, she said that she isn’t paying either.” The cop asked if Bryson was the man who had married Blaze. “Yes, that’s him. What a nice man he is too. Very generous.”

			“He’s not fucking generous to me, and I’m his old man.” The cop told him to shut his trap. “I will not. Why does my son get to be lord this and that when I’m told to shut my trap? That’s not right at all.”

			“Why don’t you go and clean up yourself so I can run you downtown to ask you a few questions? Oh, and by the way. I have no desire to have your naked ass anywhere near my nice clean cruiser.” Curt just stared at the man. “Go on now. You don’t want your hiney sweat to make you stick to it like it was a hot summer day, or to those cheap plastic chairs. Especially your balls. Damn, but that would hurt.”

			“I’m much too busy to be traveling downtown. Why don’t you ask me your questions now? That way I can have my dinner and get to bed. It’s been a very long day.” Curt could feel the blood as it ran down his legs. Glancing down to see what the officer was looking at, he realized that he was standing in a puddle of his own blood. “I should be more careful when I shave, don’t you think?”

			“I think I’m going to have to insist that you come with me, Mr. Williams.” Curt started to shake his head and started to get lightheaded. “Sir, are you all right?”

			“No. No, I don’t think I am. Just a little rest and some ice to put on my balls. Nothing too bad.” Gripping the door tighter, Curt thought that he could easily puke on himself. “You toddle on away and I’ll get things taken care of here.”

			“Your balls are going to fall off.” Curt asked him what he said. “I said that your balls are up and around your neck. You should really get them down where they belong before you shit yourself.”

			“What are you talking about?” The cop looked at the manager, then back at him. “You’re speaking gibberish, and I think that’s just mean. Go away.”

			“I’m going to take you to the bathhouse and then strip you down to your bones.” Curt held his head while the cop kept talking about how he was going to make a meal out of him. “Sir, you have to come with your Santa.”

			“You’ve made me sick. I just know it.” Falling to his knees, he felt the bite of all the places on his ass that had been shot. “I think that I need to lay down for a while.” The next thing Curt saw was someone standing over him. “My goodness, you sure are tall. What are you, a giant man? Do you have to climb your beanstalk every night after work?”

			Giggling at his own joke, he heard the man over him speak. Curt wasn’t sure, but he thought that he was telling him that he was going to kick his ass. Something like that. Curt told him that he wasn’t in the mood to fist fight him today. His ass hurt.

			“I’m sure that it does.” He felt sick all of a sudden when the angel told him to lie still. “I’m going to give you something, Curt. You hold onto it, and I promise you that you’ll live forever.”

			“I think that old man killed me. He had a shotgun.” There was a question or two asked of him, but he couldn’t understand it. “Jesus, I think that you need to speak English to me. I can’t understand angel talk.”

			“You’re off your rocker.” He didn’t think that was any way for Jesus to talk to someone, and told him that. “Jesus? I don’t think that anyone has ever called me that before. Thanks, buddy. Okay, I’m going to give you something for pain, then we’re going to put you in the ambulance.”

			Curt was still having a hard time understanding the man. First he was tall, then he was shorter. Twice he’d been dressed in white, then he was that policeman again. Closing his eyes, his balls began to feel less like someone had them in their grip tight enough to make him shit himself. Feelings that he’d only gotten, he realized, when he was high.

			“I need to get me some of this shit. My dealer, he never sells me shit this good.” Someone, Jesus or the cop, asked him what his dealer’s name was. “Jesus smokes weed? Well, hallelujah. I guess a man in your business needs to be able to chill out once in a while. It must be a real bitch trying to make the world a better place. You just give everyone pot and I tell you, they’ll all be too stoned to be pissed off about anything.”

			The bump, or whatever it was, shook him out of his nice buzz for a moment. Then there were loud noises and flashing lights. At some point someone touched his balls and Curt screamed, but after that, he didn’t have any more pain. At least nothing like he’d had at the house.

			“I had me some pizza at the house I was going to rob, Jesus. I don’t think that I’ll be in trouble for being there, what with me not being able to take anything. I’m gonna sue them, you see. Then I’ll be as rich as my son, who is not really my son. I have a daughter who is not my daughter too.” Curt giggled at what he was thinking. “I had me a pillowcase full of crap when that kid screamed loud enough to wake the dead. You’d think that the old fuckers would have died from it rather than pull out a mother fucking shotgun and tear into my ass. My private parts are going to be nasty after this. I hope I can find someone to go down on me after this. Might have to put that on my list of things to sue the old geezer for.”

			He dozed off and on, trying to remember what he’d been doing and why he was in such an uncomfortable bed. Finally giving up, there was another loud noise and then he saw the cop again with Jesus. This was one fucked up dream he was having.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			Bryson woke to the phone ringing. He hadn’t given out his new number to anyone but the family, so he sat up in bed when Joel said his name. His first thought was his sister. That Curt had gotten her.

			“Are you listening?” Bryson told Joel that he was now. “Good. Curt has been taken to the hospital. He’s in surgery. Since the hospital knows that you and I are related, they called me when they didn’t know how to get in touch with you. They want you to come down there, please. He’s in surgery, like I said, but they need to talk to next of kin.”

			“Do you know what happened to him.” Joel laughed. “It’s that bad? Do I even want to know?” A smile tugged at his own mouth when Joel laughed harder. “This has got to be good.”

			“He was caught robbing a house over on Mantel Street. Mr. Manning is in his eighties, I think. Anyway, they had their granddaughter spending the night with him and his wife. Curt went into the little girl’s room, looking for shit to hock, when she saw him. Of course, the kid has a pair of lungs on her that sounds like a bull horn at a crowd. You should hear her singing at the plays they put on at—” Bryson heard Mercy tell Joel to get to the fucking point. “Right. Anyway, he has an ass full of buckshot, and his privates are shot to hell as well.” 

			“He robbed someone and got shot?” He felt his own laughter burble up from his throat. “He was shot by an eighty year old man when his granddaughter screamed? I do hope to Christ this is true. If so, then I hope someone recorded it all. I’d love to see this.” 

			“Curt was slipping and sliding around their kitchen trying to get away from Mr. Manning with his ass hanging out of his shot up pants, and his balls too. I guess once he got outside, Curt was shot again, this time in the back of his legs. I have no idea how he made it back to the hotel where he’s staying, but that was where the police found him. The fucker could set off an airport scanner, he’s so full of lead.” Both of them were laughing so hard now that Bryson was glad that he could lay back. His ribs felt like they were being crushed, they were so unused to laughing this hard. “That little granddaughter, about six or so I guess, she was yelling at Grandda to pop him again, begging him to shoot him full of lead. There Curt was, on the ground, with his nuts leaving enough DNA that Jimmy told me that it was like he was a fountain in the yard, just sprouting blood.”

			“Oh my god, you have to stop.” Joel said that Curt had been in the bath when Jimmy caught up with him. “A bath? I bet that was a lovely color. Do you suppose Curt thought he could just get away and no one would see his ass hanging out and report it?”

			“He kept saying that…. Oh Christ, Bryson, he told Jimmy that he cut himself shaving.” The last word had been said with so much laughter in it that Bryson could almost see his friend rolling on the floor with it. As it was, Bryson rolled over and fell on the floor himself. “He cut himself shaving? What a fucking moron. I swear to you, Bryson, I wish that I could have been there for the entire event. I might not ever be able to look at the man in the face again.” 

			Bryson didn’t think that he’d ever be able to do that either. Getting up quietly so as not to wake Blaze, he was downstairs in the kitchen when she came into the room with him. After kissing her on the mouth, Bryson told her what he was doing.

			“I know the Mannings. He’s about eighty-seven. His wife is a year older. Christ, I would love to have been there. I’d have been egging him on myself.” She decided to go with him, but she couldn’t stay long. “I have to meet Mercy downtown about some paperwork that needs to be filed. I’ll meet you for lunch someplace. The guy won’t be able to get himself out of this one. You know that, don’t you?”

			“I do. I have some things I need to get taken care of downtown too. Then Dawn needs me to go with her to have her name changed. There isn’t a birth record of her that we can find.” Blaze said to give her a day or two and she’d have one there. “Why do you think that it wasn’t filed? Or did Curt have something to do with that?”

			“Witches didn’t adapt well to human ways, so there might not be one there at all. I’ll take care that it’s in her real name too.” Bryson thanked her and they left for the hospital. They were driving to the hospital in separate cars so they could go do their business afterwards, so Blaze reached out to him. Did you call the hospital?

			I did. He was still in surgery when I told them we were coming in, but was about to be moved to recovery. They told me also that he might have to have some rehabilitation when this is all finished. The nurse didn’t say why, but I have a feeling that it’s more serious than I thought. Blaze said that it was just what he deserved. I agree. And I’m going to try my best not to laugh at him when I see what happened to him. He just doesn’t mean anything to me anymore. I’ve also called Dawn. She told me that she’s not coming in. She might later, but not today.

			I don’t blame her. He might not be her father, but he did think about selling her to someone for a debt that he incurred. The nerve of some people. Bryson agreed with her as they arrived at the hospital. “All right. Let’s go and see what sort of mess he’s gotten himself into this time.”

			They walked hand in hand up to the surgical unit. There must not have been much going on, because there wasn’t much in the way of staff around. Just as he was going to ask at the desk how Curt was doing, Blaze pulled him back against the wall and pressed her body up against his. He started to tell her that now wasn’t the time when three very large muscular men walked by him. They didn’t bother walking up to the counter as he’d been about to do, but nodded once at the women there and moved on down the hallway. 

			Blaze told him not to move. Afraid now, he did just as she asked him to do. Before he could figure out what was going on, a blast of hot air took his breath away. Piper, as her phoenix, stood in the hall where the three man had been. There wasn’t even a smudge on the floor where they’d been standing.

			The women at the desk were gone too, but it was because Blaze must have done something to them to take them to the floor. They were being pressed down by magic, Bryson supposed, as there wasn’t anyone or anything touching them that he could see.

			“Call the police, then wait five minutes and call security.” Nodding, he pulled out his cell phone. “Tell them only that Piper is here and where we are.”

			“All right.” 

			He was as scared as he’d ever been, but made the call. As soon as he told the person that answered the phone that Piper was there, he could hear the fear in their voice as well. But the man was calm.

			“Do we need to come there with vests on?” He told him no, as far as he was concerned things were taken care of. “All right, Lord Bryson. We’ll be there in less than five minutes.”

			After hanging up, he asked if both Piper, who’d shifted back to her human self, and Blaze were all right. Both women nodded at him, and Piper smiled. He didn’t think that the smile was meant to calm, so he looked at Blaze.

			“We’re going to have to talk to your sister.” He asked if she’d done this. “Yes. Not directly, but she called the people who Curt owed money to, and they were more than willing to take care of this. Those men would have killed everyone in that operating and recovery room.”

			Bryson stared at where the men had been. When Piper turned his head to face her, she told him not to think about it. He thought he was going to be sick. Bryson told her that.

			“No, you’re not. Look into my eyes, Bryson. Just look.” He did and saw it—saw what would have happened if the men she’d killed had entered the operating room. “See what she would have caused to happen.”

			The men entered with their guns out, firing. A spray of bullets hit not only the three nurses in the room and the surgeon, but the equipment as well. Moving into the recovery room, they pulled Curt off the gurney and to the floor. His screams, begging them to allow him more time, were echoing throughout the room even as all three of the men shot him, each with a single bullet to the back of his head. When the oxygen tank was hit Bryson felt the heat of the explosion as if it had really blown. The aftermath of it tore out a great hole in the side of the building. All the people, including himself and Blaze, were blown from the building. The others were dead, including the three men. 

			When he was able to tear his eyes from Piper, he had to sit down on the floor. Piper asked him if he was all right.

			“I don’t think so. She could have killed all those people. Didn’t she think what would happen?” Piper only shrugged. “What do you plan on doing to her?”

			“I’m not. You are. That’s why I showed you what could have happened if Blaze hadn’t felt the men coming down the hall. There wasn’t any time to plan, so we simply took them out.” He nodded. “You’re going to have to do something about Dawn, Bryson. If you don’t, then she’ll keep trying until a lot of people are dead.”

			“Yes, I will. How do I go to her now?” 

			Suddenly he found himself in a room that he’d not been in before. He knew the things lying around—they were his sister’s. But the things on the wall scared him a great deal. Bryson looked at Piper when she whistled. 

			“She knew what she was all along, didn’t she?”

			“I’d say that’s about right.” 

			The books on the shelves seemed to call to him. Picking up the first one that he saw, he read the title to himself. How to Conjure the Dead. “Did you know this before you brought me here?”

			“I had an idea. She took us telling her that she was a witch too calmly. I was only just last night talking to Remi about it. So I made a few calls to the WC. They’ve not only stripped her of some of her magic, but they took her immortality too. She can be killed now. However, this…. No, we didn’t know about this.” Piper bent and pulled up a rug that lay in the middle of the room. There was a circled shape on the floor. “She’s well beyond just finding out that she could do this shit.” 

			“What do I do now?” Piper said that she wasn’t sure. “I’m not sure either. I mean, what else might she have done to manipulate things in her favor?”

			“That is the big question now, isn’t it, little brother?” He looked at Dawn when she walked into the room with them. “It’s not like you to go snooping around where you’re not supposed to. Whatever am I going to do with you?”

			“You could have killed a great many people today, Dawn. Why would you do that?” She just smiled at him. He could almost taste her insanity. “What else have you done? What other lives have you taken?”

			“Well, it will include yours soon enough. Not to mention those birds. Christ, they’ve been a pain in my ass since they became involved with you. I saw the way that they were, and I thought I could do so much better. I think I did too. But keeping you out of trouble has been a full time job. Not that you were ever in serious trouble, little brother, but you were kind of nosey. I had to keep erasing your mind so you’d not know certain things. Then there were my parents. While Curt did kill my mother, I did dear old Dad in. That’s how I got all the magic. You see, the birds were partly right. Mom did give it away, but not to me. She gave it to Dad, just like I knew she would. So in order to get it all, I killed him for the power. And damn, but it was a real blast of power.” Bryson noticed that Piper was gone and he was all alone with Dawn. “You really shouldn’t block me from messing with your brain pan, Bryson. I need to fix you up so that I can start all over with Curt. I will hurt you.”

			“No, you won’t. You can’t. And it has nothing to do with me blocking you, does it? You see, Piper went to the council about you. You’re no longer an immortal, Dawn.” She screamed at him and raised her hands above her head. “You can’t destroy me either. I know that for a fact.”

			The small voice in his head, he didn’t know who it was, told him to raise his arms up too. To do what she was doing. He did that and felt power that he’d never felt before rise up his arms. Just as she lowered her hands, he did as well, and the voice told him to shove it at her.

			Pushing his palms out, he shoved at her all the power that was racing over his body. Before he could begin to figure out what it was supposed to mean, Dawn slammed back against the wall behind her and a chair leg hit her in the stomach. The voice, again, told him to destroy her or he’d be too badly damaged to want to live. Raising his arms up, he did it again, shoving more magic at Dawn until he was weak with it.

			The next time he opened his eyes, not even sure when he might have passed out, he looked at Blaze. She was talking to someone on the phone as he lay next to her in the bed. Sitting up, she told whoever she was talking to that she had to go. Blaze put the phone on the nightstand.

			“You all right?” He said that he didn’t know, but he didn’t hurt. “That’s good. How much do you remember? Anything at all?”

			“A voice told me that if I didn’t destroy Dawn, then I’d be badly damaged.” He turned to look at her. “I saw a picture of you with a baby in your arms, and that gave me the extra that I needed to kill her. Why? I mean, why did she turn on me?”

			“I would imagine that in that moment she figured out that you were much more powerful than she was. I don’t think she cared for that.” Nodding, he pulled Blaze into his arms and held her as he laid back down. “She’s been manipulating a great many things we’ve only just figured out. Meeting me and the birds, that wasn’t a part of her plan.”

			“She had a plan?” Blaze told him what she’d figured out. “So, she was working this around so that I’d have to depend on her for the rest of my life? Why would she even care?” 

			“Because you’re human. Or you were before meeting me. She could have had your child, and that’s what she needed to complete the circle of life that she needed. Beyond that, I’m not really sure what else she had in mind. But I do know that you wouldn’t have survived after she conceived.” He told her how he’d felt the insanity. “Yes, I’m sure that you could. But I think she’s been that way for a very long time. I believe that was why she had Curt kill her mother. So that she could get their magic.”

			“Where is it now?” When Blaze didn’t answer him, he looked down at her. “You’re not telling me that it’s mine, are you? I don’t want more magic. I hope you understand that.”

			“Too bad. You’ve gained a great many powers that I don’t have. Not to mention, the council has granted you all the money that Dawn, or whatever the fuck her name was, couldn’t have. They knew that she killed for it. It’s a considerable amount of money. Just over ten million dollars.”

			Bryson laid back down and closed his eyes. He needed to think. Needed to do something that had nothing to do with magic, money, or family. There was just too much of everything going on in his head right now.

			~*~

			Paul loved the house. It was much larger than he thought they’d need, but he was happy that it was so close to the kids. He had to smile about that. Kids. He had a feeling that he’d been so far off the mark about calling Blaze or the rest of the women kids that he’d make himself nutty trying to think how old they might be.

			“There is food in the pantry, Paul.” He looked to where Reba was standing. “And look here. There is a freezer too. You think that it’s full too?”

			“I do. I don’t know why, but I think when they told us that they had us set up, they meant for everything.” He hugged his wife to him. “You all right with living to be thousands of years old?”

			“I am so long as you’re with me. I can do just about anything so long as you’re around.” He smiled at her. Just a few weeks ago he’d been told that she’d not live until Christmas. Now here they were anticipating having great grandchildren around. “I’ve talked to Remi about our money. She said that it was there for us to use if we wanted, but all bills and other things are to come to them. Even the staff. They’re really going to take care of us, aren’t they?”

			“Yes. And I have to tell you, Reba, I’m glad that we have granddaughters as well as Bryson back in our lives. Those girls, they already call me Grandpa. I know that I should probably call them Grandma or something, but I feel great having them here.” They both laughed. “We’re to go to Mercy’s home tonight. Joel told me that it’s going to be a hell of a party. I don’t know what’s going on, but they sure do know how to make a man feel like he’s got life again.”

			“I know what you mean. Did I tell you that I went to get my hair done yesterday, and they all showed up to take me to lunch? I could get used to this sort of treatment. I’m so glad that Bryson took us out of that old home. I was beginning to feel like we’d have our last breath smelling like old people.” He pointed out that they were old people. “I guess. But this is nice too.” 

			The two of them toured the rest of the home. There were five bedrooms not counting the master suite. Staff too, and a limo for them to ride around in. Bryson told them that if they needed anything, it was theirs. Paul believed him. 

			“He looks so much like our baby, doesn’t he? I mean, every time I look into his eyes, I see Rose there. I think he has a kinder heart, even though I thought that Rose was the sweetest girl a dad could have.” Reba told him about the marker that Bryson had put on her grave. “I’m going to go see it today. I have a plan to tell her all about her little boy. My goodness, it breaks my heart when I think of everything that she missed. I’m going to see it all for her.”

			“I’ve been thinking of planting a few trees in the back yard in her honor. She so loved apples. While you go to her marker, I think that I’ll have me a sit down out there and talk to her. You know how I feel about cemeteries.” He did—she hated them, mostly seeing the small gap between the years for birth and death. “I keep thinking how much more I miss her because of Bryson being here.”

			“I think that was what they were talking about when they told us to think hard on being immortal. I have to tell you, honey. I think the little pain of missing our daughter will be fine when the kids start to come around. Why that little Miley, she sure is a hoot. And so smart too.” Reba agreed with him. “Did I tell you that she’s going to come over after school and show me how to use the computer? I have a little knowledge about using it, but not enough to use it daily. The nursing home, they should have computers there for people like us. You know, so we’d have something to do rather than think about how time was passing so slowly for us.”

			“You know, I think that’s a wonderful idea.” Paul thanked her, then asked her what he’d done. “Get someone to see about computers in the homes. I mean, even if they only watched movies or played games, it would be a sight better than just reading ten year old magazines and going to bed at five-thirty.”

			“I only did that the one time. You know what happened, too, when I did that. I was up at five in the morning without anyone to talk to and nothing to eat. I hated that we couldn’t have snacks and things like that in our rooms. What’s up with that? I think they forget sometimes that we’re paying them, not the other way around.” She pointed out about allergies. “I don’t have any allergies. I should be able to eat an apple when I want to. Besides, who could be allergic to apples? No one, that’s who.”

			“You’re getting your dander up, Paul.” He laughed. “You can have an apple anytime you want now. We no longer live there.”

			“Yes, that’s right.” He pulled his lovely wife into his arms. “You’re always right, did you know that? And I love you more than I could ever tell you. Or show you.”

			He kissed her then, holding her body to his as he did so. Paul did love Reba, and would for the rest of his days. Knowing that she had cancer before had made him want to remember every word she said, everything she did. Even now, knowing that she was going to be around for him forever, he still tried to remember everything about her.

			“You have the most beautiful eyes, my dear. And your skin is so soft and pure. You’ve taken such good care of yourself over the years, and you’ve aged very well.” She thanked him. “Why don’t you and I go into town and have us a nice dinner tomorrow night? Then see a movie or two? I can’t remember the last time that the two of us had a date.”

			“I love that idea.” She kissed him again on the mouth before moving away. When she turned back and looked at him, he could see the sadness in her eyes. “Paul, don’t you ever leave me, all right? I really could not live without you.”

			“I couldn’t you either, Reba.” 

			Looking around the room they were in while Reba went to get dressed, he saw their life laid out in pictures. There where framed pictures of him and Reba all over the room, and pictures of them with Rosemarie. The few that they had of Bryson when he’d been just an infant were plenty, but they stopped at the same time they lost his little girl. He decided then that he was going to fill the house with good memories, and replace the old pictures with new ones. New memories that included the family that he’d been given as a gift. 

			When Reba came down the hall from their bedroom, he told her his plan. That they needed to get a camera that took amazing pictures. Then he remembered the phones that they’d been given, and worked to get a selfie of the two of them. He needed to get dressed as well, but he loved the way they looked together. 

			It took him three tries, but he was finally able to send the picture out to his grandson and granddaughters. He was glad when they all messaged back that it was a fantastic picture. Miley told him that she was very proud of him for making it work. 

			“We need to get us one of those picture frames that will change out the picture all the time.” Paul asked Reba what that was. “I don’t know what it’s called, but I’m betting that Miley does. Wouldn’t it be nice to have pictures around us all the time so we can remember every minute that we have to spend with our new family?”

			“Yes. Yes, it would.” 

			Kissing her again, he went to get dressed. All he could think about was all the time they both had to make more memories. But they would not to forget the old ones while making new ones. He wanted to share with Bryson about his mother and her childhood. Then he’d do the same with all the children that came along. Rosy would be so happy to know that they’d gotten her boy back. She’d be even happier to know that he was married, and happy too. 

			“Rosy girl, I love you with all my heart, and I promise you, I’ll tell the world about you so you’re never forgotten.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			The key fit. Blaze didn’t know why she thought it wouldn’t, but when it slipped into the hole and opened the box, she let out a long breath. This was going to be the turning point for a lot of unsolved crimes. At least she hoped so.

			There were only a few things in the box. A pair of wedding rings with nothing written on the zippy bag they were in. A book, which was what she’d come to find, as well as money. Pulling it out of the box, she could see right away that it wasn’t real. Counterfeit. Wondering what that meant, she put all the things into a bag that she’d brought and put it aside. There was still one more thing in the box.

			The picture startled her when she uncovered it from under the book. Just looking down at it, Blaze wasn’t even sure what she was looking at. Then when she picked it up, turning it right side up, she stared at the photo for several seconds before it dawned on her what she was looking at. 

			It was a slightly blurred picture of a couple that was obviously dead. She was sure that it was Bryson’s parents, but since she’d never met them, she couldn’t be sure. But the picture, she realized, was more than just a picture of a dead couple. It was very telling in that the man holding the gun was none other than Curt. 

			He was standing over the body of the woman. It looked as if he’d only just fired at her head, judging by the small puff of smoke from the gun. When she turned it over, she noticed that there were several pictures and looked them all over. It occurred to her that they were in the wrong order.

			After setting them the correct way, she looked at them once again. She could see now that they were pictures of Curt first killing the man by shooting him in the head, then the woman. As he put the gun in Rosemarie’s hand and fired it up into the air, for what Blaze thought was to put gun residue on her hands, he stood over her, laughing. 

			There had been no murder suicide, but a double homicide. Curt had killed both of Bryson’s parents and taken the baby. There was no doubt to her now who they were. The final picture was of him coming out of the house with the child in his arms. Christ, he’d killed them.

			Putting the photos in the case that she’d brought, Blaze had to sit down. This was an entirely different can of worms here. It was bad enough that he’d taken the child from them, but he’d actually killed them to get Bryson. She knew that he’d killed Dawn’s mother, but that crime was being taken care of by the witches’ council, where he would be punished much worse than he would if it were a human court. This murder would be taken to the highest courts.

			Leaving the bank, she was worried that somehow Ellen had been in on the murders. Who had taken the pictures? Who had put them in the box? Blaze thought that of all the things Ellen had told her were in the box, she’d not mentioned the fact that there was proof that he’d murdered two people. 

			Then it occurred to her where the pictures might have come from—they might well have been from a recording. That would explain why they weren’t in perfect focus. They were good, but not perfect. Then someone could have slipped into the bank after it was closed and put the pictures into the bank drawer. It would have to be someone who could see into the future enough to know just where the pictures could be found. It was all speculation, but Blaze thought that she had it right. Of course, there was no way of knowing who had done it just now.

			As soon as she arrived home, she realized that she had to talk to Bryson first and foremost. He would want to know, and she would hate for him to find out about what really happened that day from anyone but her. When he came home from the meetings he had lined up for today, she almost hated to tell him. Bryson looked as if he had had a wonderful day.

			“I have a line on getting a thousand bottles of water. Not really a great deal when you think about how many people will need it, but it’s a start. Also, the man who said that he’d give me the coats? Well, they arrived today. Not only did he send along coats, but— What’s happened?” She shook her head and told him to tell her. “No, I want you to tell me what’s happened. I can see it on your face and feel it. What did you find in the safety deposit box that you don’t want to tell me about?”

			Instead of telling him, she showed him the pictures. When he sat down on the couch where she’d been waiting for him, he just stared at them for several minutes before going to the next. When he had looked at all of them, he moved back over them and studied the one where Curt was leaving the house with Bryson in his arms.

			“Do you know who took these?” She said that she didn’t, but had brought them to him. “Ellen never mentioned these. Not once. Do you think that someone else put them in the box for us to find?”

			“I don’t know. There are people that could do that, but I’d have to talk to them all to find out who it might have been.” He nodded and kept staring at the picture of him in Curt’s arms. “You do know that he’s going to have to go down for this, if nothing else. I have the book, but this, these pictures, they’re going to go a long way in convicting him for these crimes.”

			He nodded while laying the pictures down. When Bryson leaned back on the couch, she let him think. Thinking was something that he did well. But he didn’t want to be pestered, and he didn’t just toss out ideas only to have them cut down. Bryson could have the best thoughts on whatever he was thinking about.

			“I don’t think we should take this to the police.” She started to protest when he spoke again. “I think we should give it to my grandparents. The police, I have a feeling, would just blow it off. I don’t know why I think that. But you have to admit that it’s a very old crime, and the only two people that were really hurt by it were my parents. They would just go through the motions, but not really work very hard to solve the crime.” 

			“Why your grandparents? Why not you?” He said that they’d have a more vested interest in this. “You don’t?”

			“I do. But again, I wasn’t harmed by it. Neither were my grandparents for that matter. Not physically anyway. But they will put up a bigger fight than anyone around. And they have the power to back their issue about how long it took the police to solve it more than we do. Understand?” She said that she really didn’t. “My grandparents knew that Curt had killed my parents. They just didn’t know how he’d done it. This proves that not only were they right in wanting him checked out, but that there is also the added crime of kidnapping. They would take a better stand on that than either of us would.”

			“Okay, I guess I understand that. But as far as how they acquired the pictures. How do you explain that to the public? I think that bringing Ellen in on it would be just as bad as him doing the crime. They’d not believe that she wasn’t in on it. I’m not even sure that she wasn’t, to be honest.” He smiled at her. “You’ve got a very good plan, don’t you?”

			“Oh yes. They have me back, and they say that when they decided to see what had really happened that day, someone put these pictures in their mailbox. That way, Ellen is not involved at all, and they can say that this book came with the pictures.” She asked him how he knew that Ellen wasn’t involved. “I don’t. That’s where you and the other birds come in. You can figure it out for me. If she’s even remotely guilty of anything having to do with this, I want her in the cell next to him. I’m done being taken for a sap.”

			“Dawn.” He nodded. “You do know that you have to go to see the council, remember? You not only have to explain her death, but what happened to bring you to that point. Not that I think they’ll have an issue with your reasoning, but have you thought about what you’ll tell them?”

			“She killed her own parents. Not both of them directly, but she was just as guilty as Curt was for killing them. Now that she’s dead, I find myself as untrusting as I’ve ever been. Not of you and the birds, but everyone I know is under suspicion when it comes to having me trust them.” Blaze said that wasn’t such a bad thing when it came to business. “No, but I’m feeling myself being crippled by it. So much so that I question what I do with every move that I make. I don’t want to feel that way. It’s not a good feeling when I question everything.”

			She’d not seen that on him. He was good at hiding things from her, but that, she felt she should have known. Sitting closer to him, she simply held him as he did the same to her. Blaze loved this man more than she did herself.

			“I have to go and see the council in an hour. I know that you’re busy with things, but I was wondering if you’d go with me. Then when we get back, we spend the rest of today in bed. I think we need a nice nap or two.” She looked at him. “Or not necessarily a nap, but something will come to us, I’m sure.”

			“I like that plan. Let me make a couple of calls and I’ll join you. But you should know that I don’t think you’ll be in much trouble over killing Dawn.” He said that he had no idea what to expect. “Yes, I guess you wouldn’t. Give me five minutes and I’ll go with you.”

			He was sitting on the couch when she returned. Bryson was sound asleep. When she sat down across from him, she reached out to Mercy and the others to let them know what was going on. Mercy asked if she should go too.

			If you’d like. I think that you’d be a bit more knowledgeable about what he might have to do than either of us. When you were there the last time, what was that for? Mercy told her. Yes, that’s right. You broke up a ring of men trying to form a Black Knights Club. I didn’t think they had those sort of clubs anymore, did you?

			No. But you know what they’re about when they’re all gathered. I barely was able to save the woman that they’d taken. Those kinds of clubs generally are filled with men that have nothing better to do with their time than to bitch and moan about how women don’t do what they want them to do. I had to explain to them how that was the twentieth century, and women no longer were slaves to men. Blaze laughed when she did. They find out on the Internet about that old club and try to make it work in today’s world. It just doesn’t work like that anymore.

			I don’t know that it did all those decades ago either. Again they both laughed, and Blaze realized that Bryson was awake and looking at her. Just meet me here and we’ll head out.

			There wasn’t any way to travel between the witches’ world and this one without magic. Blaze was trying to figure out how to make hers work for them when Bryson just took hers and Mercy’s hands and they were there. It took her several seconds to remember that Bryson had gotten some of the magic that Dawn had had. They were seated at a long table when the councilmen came into the room.

			“This won’t take long, Lord Bryson.” He nodded and told them that he’d do whatever they needed. He was just glad that no one had killed him over this. “Kill you? On no, it is us that owe you a great deal, sir. We have been trying to solve the deaths of so many other witches for a great many years. The fact that it...well, that it took a non-witch to do so has made us very unhappy with ourselves. We strive to take care of our own. But in thanking you properly for what you’ve done, we have put the substantial amount of money that was to be Dawn’s when she reached a certain age into an account for you. We also have a bit of magic for you. All of that which Dawn was to get from her parents that day.”

			“I don’t need anything, gentlemen. Just to have her gone from my life, that is all I need. I had no idea what sort of person I was dealing with all these years. Nor did I understand what she did to become a part of my life.” One of the five men asked him if he would like his memories returned. “No, I wouldn’t. The ones that I have now are bad enough. But I do thank you for asking.”

			“You are a very pleasant man, Lord Bryson. And you being mated to one of the birds, as they call themselves, has made you even stronger than you might have been if you’d only killed Dawn and not met the women.” Bryson said that he didn’t know that he’d have found out what he had about Dawn without them. “Yes, you would have. Somewhere along her lifeline, you would have found out all you needed to destroy her. However, you would not have survived either. This way is so much better.”

			“No fucking shit.” The council looked at Mercy when she spoke. “If you’d not mind, I’d really like to get back to my child. This is all nice and everything that you’re not going to fine him for killing a witch, but I’m sure there are other things you wish to say. Get on with it so we can go back to our merry lives.”

			“You have always been so pushy, Lady Mercy.” Mercy bowed before him. “Also, you take things that we say to you the incorrect way. But you are right. We all have things to take care of. Lord Bryson, if you’d stand please?”

			When he did, the middle man stood up and came to stand before Bryson. When he reached for her hand, Blaze took it. Just before the man winked at them, Blaze felt the power running up from their clasped hands.

			~*~

			Bryson wasn’t sure where he was when he opened his eyes, but he was careful not to move. He was sure that every single part of his body was going to hurt. Not just hurt, but make him sick with the pain of it. Looking around as best he could without moving yet, he saw that he was in a room, but not one that he’d ever seen before. Turning his head wasn’t nearly as painful as he’d thought it would be, so he raised his head a little bit so that he could get his bearings.

			“You’re in our rooms.” He looked at the man who had touched him. “Yes, it is I, Number Three, that has given you the magic that you deserved. I did not think to warn you, but Lady Blaze said that had I warned you, you would more than likely not have taken the riches that now belong to you.”

			“What was all that magic? I’m sure that it wasn’t what Dawn had.” He said that it wasn’t after laughing a bit. “Look, buddy. I’m not sure what you gave me, but you can bet that I’ll try my best to beat you to snot if you don’t start explaining what the fuck you did to me.”

			“Well, first of all, Dawn has been killing witches for a very long time. She is much older than she let anyone see her to be. Also, she was very good at magic that would not just enhance her looks, but also make people believe that she was much, much less intelligent than she was. That is where we made our mistake in finding her. We were looking for someone powerful. She hid that from us, as I’m sure you can understand, so that we’d not find her.” Bryson asked him what that had to do with him feeling run over. “You got all the magic that she had gotten from others that she killed, stronger and younger witches. Which, I should point out, killing a lesser witch than yourself is against the law. Our laws. If you were to sit up, I’m sure you’d feel much better.”

			Bryson sat up, and did feel much better than he had before. “Thank you. But please tell me why you’d think I would need all this power.”

			“You killed her.” Bryson growled a little from the back of his throat. “I’m sorry. Perhaps I’m not explaining this very well. I will start at the first part. That will help you to understand it all. You see, Dawn’s parents weren’t just a witch and a warlock—they were the witch and warlock that ruled all witches. They were powerful in their own right, and when they had to destroy someone with magic, all that power would come to them. But—and here is what got the two of them killed—they did not take more power than they needed, but stored it away to save others. Sort of like a drug to save lesser witches.”

			“When Dawn had Curt kill her mother, then she killed her father, that magic might well have saved them had they not horded it for others.” Number Three nodded at him. “Couldn’t they have just called on it when they realized what they were up against? I mean, you know, call it to them so that they’d live?”

			“Had they not trusted their daughter, much like you did, then perhaps they might have. But by the time they realized what she was doing, it was much too late for the magic to help them. They did, in their wisdom, make it so that not only did Dawn not get very much of their magic, but they were smart enough to put their riches away so that she could never touch them. I believe that is what they did when the magic could have served them better. They made sure that she wasn’t able to buy her way into having more than she should have in the first place.”

			“So they used their last breaths, so to speak, to take the money from her instead of trying to save themselves. Why would they do that?” He told him. “I see. They weren’t sure that the magic would be enough, so they took care that she’d be broke too. I guess that’s much smarter. I mean, it doesn’t sound to me like she’d have given up on trying to kill them off anyway. Perhaps cutting her off just made it so others would live.”

			“That’s it precisely.” Bryson asked him why they’d not taken care of her in the first place. “Ah, there is the question of the day. We simply did not know it was her until it was nearly too late. It was too late for a great many others. Because she dwelt and worked in the human world, we would need proof that she did these crimes. It would have been difficult for us to explain why she was killed. Not that we couldn’t have come up with something to explain that. We wanted her dead, not in a human prison.”

			“So you waited a long time to capture her.” Number Three told him again that they’d not known for sure it was her. “All right. I guess I can understand that. She was smart enough to hide herself in plain sight.”

			“Yes, that’s it.” 

			The other man stood up and went to the desk that Bryson hadn’t noticed until then. The bed that he’d been resting on when he woke was gone too, and there were several chairs for him to sit on. Bryson wondered where Blaze and Mercy had gone. 

			“They are at their homes. I told them that I would take care that you were not harmed, and that I’d send you along to them after you and I spoke. There are things going on in the other world for which they are going to receive help from us to handle. Mostly you will be able to handle it now, but we will back you up on it. Here are the monies that belong to you. It is accounted for on each line where they were paid for duties from us. Also, any kind of money they made, it too went into the bank.”

			“Why am I getting this? Before I forget to ask, did you tell me what I could do to kill her? Someone spoke to me while she was trying to kill me.” He said that would have been her father. “Her father? I thought that he was dead. I mean, didn’t you tell me that?”

			“I did. And I’m sorry for misleading you in that. He is alive, but not well. When she tried to kill him, it did take a great deal of his power and his health away from him. He wanted no one to know that he was still living. Now that his daughter is gone, however, he has decided to come forth and tell his side of the story. That is why we have made these plans with you. Because he has helped in determining what she did to them both.” Bryson asked him why her father wasn’t getting the money or the magic. “Master James no longer wishes to live. He will join his wife in the afterlife and be happy again.”

			By the time he was given a voucher for the money and sent home, Bryson wasn’t sure what the fuck was going on. Someone, he’d been told, would come and help him understand the magic that he received, as well as how to use it. 

			He had asked, several times as a matter of fact, what he was supposed to do with more magic, but he was only patted on the back and told that he’d be fine with it, whatever the fuck that meant. Bryson was standing in the living room of his home when he heard Blaze speaking to him.

			“Are you all right?” Bryson told her that he wasn’t entirely sure. “Yes, well, I can well imagine that. Did you know that you’ve been gone for two days? I was ready to go there and get you today if you had not been back here. Did he tell you what was going on?”

			“No. He was very vague about a lot of things, including why I was to get the magic in the first place.” Bryson told Blaze about James Lloyd Fitzgerald. “He’s just relaxing, I was told. He no longer wants to be a witch or whatever he would be called.”

			“Warlock. I had no idea that he was still hanging around.” Bryson told Blaze that he was the one that had talked to him that day, and that he’d put the pictures in the box. “That explains that. While you were away, Remi and I have been putting some contractors to work in getting the warehouse downtown ready to receive things. We had to hurry because it was arriving daily, and we were running out of room to put it all.”

			“The man, he told me that he’d help with that project. I don’t know if that was exactly what he was talking about when he told me that you guys were working on things here, but I bet that it is. He said that he owes us a great deal.” Blaze wrapped her arms around his waist and Bryson held her to him. “There is a great deal of money too. Since we don’t need it, I’d like to fund some of the projects that I’ve been thinking about. Mostly it has to do with the winter clothing drives. There are a couple more that I’d like to work on as well.”

			“We have enough money for all that, I’m sure.” He said that he knew that, but he wanted to give it to these projects because he was sure that Glenna and James would like it that way. “That’s wonderful. I think that’s a grand idea. I’ll have someone help you with drawing up the plans to put before the city, if that is where you want to start.”

			“I do. Thank you.” Bryson kissed her on the nose and thought about the million and one things that he wanted to ask someone about. The most important one right now was, why was he now able to see into the future?

			They also had a meeting with a ghost chaser. Not that he believed in them, chasers or ghosts, but the second house that they’d purchased was supposed to be haunted. In order to do something with the home, Blaze had told him that it needed to be cleaned out. Apparently she did believe in them. 

			Arriving at the house as their birds, Bryson could feel something off. It wasn’t until he entered the large building that he knew that he’d been wrong about them. Ghosts really were around, and the four that were here didn’t like humans coming around. He saw them as soon as he entered what was called the parlor when the house was built. They had been dead for a very long time if their clothing was any indication.

			“You can see us?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			Chadwick hadn’t spoken to anyone but his wife and two children for a great many years. Just knowing that the man in front of him could not only see them, but could speak to them as well, was more than he could have hoped for. But he had to concentrate on what he was saying rather than just be happy for a time.

			“We own this home that you’re living in. Can you tell me if you have lived here since it was built?” Chadwick told the younger man that he’d lived where the foundation was. Now the house was all different. “I’m sorry about that. I am. But the house has been sold now, so if you’d tell me what happened or why you haunt here, maybe I can figure something out for you.”

			“Humans walk right through us, like we ain’t even there.” Bryson told him that they couldn’t see or hear them, or they’d never do that. “If you say so. Once, about fifty years or so ago, this here man came around with all these machines and tried his best to run us off. We were here first, dagnabbit.”

			“I’m sure that they never thought of anyone being here other than other humans. I’m sorry about that.” Chadwick liked this young man. He didn’t yell or scream about things. “What happened to you, if you don’t mind me asking?”

			“We took sick. Thought that since we didn’t leave the house or nothing, we’d be all right when the pox came around. First my children, then my wife. I died too when there weren’t no one here to care for me.” He looked over at his wife and smiled. “‘Tisn’t her fault that she took ill and died. We never thought about the people working for us around the farm. We didn’t do much in the way of talking to them, but they got us sick all the same. Took out a lot of people, that sickness did.”

			“Yes, I’ve heard about it. I’m very sorry for your loss. But, here is what I’d like to know. Can we work something out between your family and mine so that we can have people living here that are going to be down on their luck, or just lost everything due to fire or other things?” He asked if they meant darkies. “We don’t say that word any longer, Chadwick. We’re all one person as far as me and my family are concerned. They’re just people that are needing a hand up.”

			“I think I kinda knew that. I’ve been seeing them around. Not just working for people in their homes, but even at jobs like regular people.” He might have been embarrassed had he any skin to redden. “I just don’t know what to talk about with people anymore. They’re all different than we are.”

			“I’m sure that there are a great many things that are different than when you were alive. Would you have a problem with having people live in this house?” He asked him what would happen if he didn’t want anyone coming to the house. “Then I’m afraid that I’ll have to have you banished. You know that I can, don’t you?”

			“I know that you can, but I don’t think you’re really aware that you can. You seem to be fobbing me off on a few things. I don’t cotton to being lied to, sir. I don’t care if you’re better than me or not.” Bryson told him that he promised he wasn’t lying. “Then why you telling me something when we both know that you can do whatever it is you want?”

			“I’m not lying, but I am unsure of things that I can do now. But I wasn’t talking about me banishing you, but the people that we hired to have you removed if you didn’t cooperate with us.” A man with equipment came into the room and started taking things out of the box. “He’s the man that will do it. He has the magic to do so.”

			“I don’t want to be banished. I want to live in my dadburn home. I bet you have a nice house that you live in. What if I were to go there and haunt you around?” Bryson asked him if he’d do that. “No. I can’t do that, and you know it. I can’t leave the house, and neither can my family. We’re stuck here. But that don’t mean that I want to be kicked out either.” 

			“I’m only asking you to not scare the people staying here. I need for them to have a place to live that doesn’t frighten their children and give them bad dreams.” Chadwick thought that over and looked at his lovely wife. “You can stay here for as long as you wish. But I need for you to be nice. Can you do that for me?”

			“We can. But we don’t like being forced into something that we don’t like.” His wife told him to be nice. “I am being nice to him. Didn’t you hear him, Martha? He wants to banish us if we don’t play in the garden like he wants us to.”

			“Would it be so bad to live here with people that don’t have anything left, Chadwick? Have others around that we can watch and maybe take under our wings when they need it? I surely do miss having someone in the kitchen making all them pretty smells. Not to mention, our children having someone to watch over. They’d love that too.” Chadwick looked at his two sons, both of them dead because he’d not been able to keep them safe. “You don’t go on thinking like that, you hear me? I will not have you blaming yourself for us all dying, because you didn’t see into the future and see that no matter what you did, and you did a lot, we was still going to die.”

			“I should have moved you out of the city.” She just waved him of. “I might have been able to save you all had I just taken you to the old cabin at the back of the property.” 

			“What do you think would have happened to us in that cabin when winter set in? We’d of been found frozen like that pond that was there, with no one the wiser where we’d gone. No, you tried and it didn’t work. At least we’re all together, and not spread out all over the ground like the Hendersons were. They were just buried in a mass grave not even close to their loved ones. I didn’t want that either. You go on and tell that man that we’ll behave for them. Just so long as you’re here with us, we’ll do what he wants. If’n he banishes us, Chadwick, there ain’t no telling where we might go. I want to be with you and our boys.”

			He did too, and turned to look at Bryson again. “You promise me that we can live here for the rest of our days, and I’ll be nice to everyone that comes here. My family, they want to do that too. No more scaring off humans just because they walk through us once in a while.”

			“I would like for you to scare off people that don’t belong here. There might be women here with their children that have run from their husbands or boyfriends. They hurt them. Sometimes if they can, they’ll kill them when they find them.” Chadwick said that wasn’t right. “No, it’s not. But they have this thing about them that makes them think that they’re better and smarter than a woman, and show them with their fists or even guns.”

			“I heard tell of that once. A man, he was beating his wife all the time when he thought that she was having affairs. She wasn’t. Just working hard to keep food on their table and money to keep the fire lit, while he just sat round on his bottom and cussed about every little thing she did. He killed her because she would go to houses to clean them for a few coins. Jealousy is what they called it, but me and my Martha, we knew that he was just a lazy man that hurt them because he was bigger. I don’t cotton to that. No sir.” Bryson told him that he and his family didn’t either. “All right. You come around and tell me when you got one of them families in the house, and we’ll keep them safe. We have learned a few things since the pox took us. Heck fire, we’ll keep them all safe if you tell me what we’re hiding them from.”

			“I’ll do that. And I can’t thank you enough.” 

			When Bryson turned to the other man still setting up and told him he was no longer needed, Chadwick was thrilled. He didn’t want to be banished any more than he’d wanted to die all those years ago. But today, he could do something about it.

			Bryson told him that there would be carpenters in the house for a little while. He asked him if there was anything they could remember that the men and women working on the house might find. Chadwick said that he didn’t know of anything when his wife reminded him of their money.

			“I got me a little cash around here. Some of my wife’s things too. If you could see that they’re put someplace safe too, I’d appreciate that.” Bryson asked him if he wanted them back when the house was finished. Chadwick looked at his wife when she spoke. Shaking his head at the niceness of his wife, he turned back to Bryson. “Martha, she says for you to use it to help these here people out that lost their homes. It might be a little bit by what they have now, but it would be nice for us to be able to help them a little too. I got me a Bible around in the walls of the dining room too. Maybe you could put a new one or two around if you sell off ours. We got no people left that would want it now.”

			After Chadwick showed him which panel he’d hidden the things behind, Bryson went out to his car to get a prybar. In no time at all, not only did he find his wife’s things, but a few things that he’d forgotten about—the family silver, a gift from his momma when he’d married Martha.

			“You go on and sell that too. Not sure if it’s worth much, but you can surely use whatever it brings you.” Bryson ran his hand over the big Bible that he’d gotten when his momma had passed away. “It’s sad, don’t you think, that a family can work so hard to get something special, only to have it worth not much more than spit?”

			“You’d be surprised at how much we’ll get for these pieces, Chadwick. And this home, it’ll be called the Chadwick Home, and known as that for as long as it stands. Then we’ll just build again when we need to. Thank you for this.” Nodding at the big man, he waved him off when he said that he was indebted to him. “I’ll come back and visit you and your family often, Chadwick. I think that I’ve made myself a good friend today, and I’d like to see that friendship grow.”

			After Bryson left, Chadwick gathered his family around him and held them. He couldn’t touch anyone else, but he would hold his family every chance he got. They were his life, the reason that he had worked every day of his years. They were all that mattered to him from that side of life to this side of death.

			Chadwick had been on his last legs when he’d buried his children. Not that he’d been sick by then, but it had taken his heart right along with each shovel full of dirt he’d had to put on them. When his wife had passed on, he’d wanted to crawl into the grave he’d dug for her too, not wanting to go on without her fussing at his side. It had taken all he had left in him to make sure that she was by her children as she had wanted.

			He’d died in this house too—or what had been the foundation of this house that was sitting here now. He hadn’t any idea where he was buried. It wasn’t until years later, after coming back here, that he realized someone might well have buried him in any of the land that surrounded his home. For all he knew, he could have been dumped in the crapper that they’d all used. Wouldn’t have surprised him in the least after how they’d treated him when he’d built his home.

			He had money hidden in other places around the house. Some of it he checked on when he could, some he’d forgotten about. Chadwick might well tell Bryson yet about the money that was hidden in other walls, but he didn’t trust him much yet. He did a little, but not enough to tell him where all the gold was in the house. And there was plenty of it too. Mayhap, he thought, it wasn’t worth spit either.

			Chadwick made his way to the sublevels of the house after making sure that his family was safe. This was where he’d hidden most of the gold that he’d found when digging a well to this house. They’d been the only family with running water right up to the house when he’d passed on. He knew now, from this home, that just about everyone had it. Even had crappers inside.

			“You going to tell him?” He turned and looked at Martha when she joined him. “I know you better than anyone, Chadwick. You should have told him right away. He didn’t make it so I’d not see you anymore. Tell him about the gold down here.”

			“You think I can trust him?” Martha only gave him that stare that always made him afeared of her. “All right. But if he does us wrong, I’m going to blame it all on you.”

			“You know as well as I do that he’s married off to one of them birds that were here when we moved to this town. And you remember how much they helped us when the town wouldn’t.” He said that he did. “Then you know that had Bryson been a not so honest man, they would have killed him by now. He’s trustworthy, and the gold might help a family or two that needs it. Lord knows that we don’t have much use for it anymore.” 

			He knew that, and decided that he was going to tell him the next time Bryson came around. He surely would like to see the birds again. Just one more time see them darken up the sky with their flying. Telling Martha that he’d take care of it soon, she went away from him. Chadwick would do this, he knew, if for no other reason than his wife thought it was a good idea. 

			He’d not blame her for a thing, either, if Bryson did anything that caused them harm. Not that he thought Bryson would, but if he did, he’d lay the blame right at his own feet. His wife was a beauty, and the smartest person that he’d ever come to meet. Chadwick loved Martha as much as he was sure that Bryson loved his wife. Blaze, she’d been his friend a long time ago.

			~*~

			Bryson was glad that he’d finally been able to wake before Blaze. They’d been making love every night, but he wanted to make love to her with the sun shining down on them, when he could see the dewiness of her skin, taste her sun drenched flesh. All of this for the first time, he realized. 

			Kissing her shoulder, she moaned. His cock, already hard, hurt him when she did that. He wanted to take her now, not wait until she was ready. But this was special. A morning for them—no people calling to them, no ringing phones to be answered. Nothing to keep them from being together, just the two of them.

			“You’re thinking very hard.” Bryson laughed and told her that he was really hard all ready. “Maybe we can do something about that. I know that I’d very much like to ride you.”

			“Not today. Today is all about you and your pleasure.” She rolled to her back and looked at him. “Christ, you’re the most beautiful creature in the world. In any world.”

			“I love you, Bryson.” 

			He moved over her, his body aching to fill her. But instead of giving in to his basic needs, he moved down her body, removing her gown as he did. “There is something so sexy about a slip, don’t you think? I mean, it’s not meant for sleeping in, I don’t think. But to me, it’s a perfect item to see over a woman’s flesh. The way it slides down over your shoulders and tangles at your thighs.” It moved down as easily as he said. When her breasts were both uncovered, he nibbled gently on the tips, making Blaze moan and shiver twice before he moved down her body more. “Your navel is even sexy to me. The way that your waist tucks in at the middle, the way that it’s perfectly set between your lovely breasts and your pussy.” 

			Moving the slip over her waist to her hips, he was thrilled when her breathing became shallow, the way her small puffs of air made her body dewy with need. Licking a path from her pretty navel to the patch of soft curls at her womanhood, he laid down across the bed and watched as creamy liquid streamed from her.

			“You’re beautiful.” She groaned, then begged him to touch her. “All in good time, love. I need to make sure that you enjoy this as much as I do.”

			Her panties were just thin pieces of the same silk, but they were wet with her need. Pulling them off her, he brought them to his nose and nearly came with the scent. Christ, she smelled as wonderful as she looked. 

			Putting them aside, he moved closer to where she smelled the strongest. Sliding his tongue over her nether lips, he moaned at the hot velvety taste. Using his fingers, he pulled open her lips and suckled in her clit. When she came with just his tongue, Bryson lapped up all that he could of her smooth taste.

			He ate her for what seemed like forever. Each time she came, he was rewarded with more of her taste. When she cried out that she could take no more, he proved to her that not only could she take all that he gave her, but made her come four more times before he moved up her body.

			Bryson touched his mouth to every part of her that he could touch. First her hips, then her navel again. She was moaning, begging him to finish her, but he didn’t want to rush things just yet. 

			There was something so sexy about a woman in need. He knew that to push her too far would be painful later. She was all about getting back at him, he’d come to realize. Just when he was sure that he’d pushed her to her limit, Bryson entered her heat and felt the walls of her strangle him with her climax. Kissing her, tasting her, Bryson knew that he was as close as he’d ever been to losing all control.

			Moving deliberately now that she had released, Bryson watched her face. Lifting up her bottom so that she was closer to him, he continued to take her slowly. Her face was beautiful in the throes of her need, and he thought that if he could paint, he would paint her just like this. Beautifully his.

			“Come for me.” She shook her head, telling him that she was finished. “No, you’re only just beginning, love. Come for me and I’ll finish you off.”

			“Please. Please, Bryson, I’m worn out.” 

			He moved into her deeper, twisting his hips so that he touched something inside of her yet untouched. When she screamed, digging her nails into his back, Bryson thought that if he died now, this would be the best memory that he’d take with him. 

			He came then, his body exploding with his release. Throwing back his head, he felt something take him along his back—feathers, he knew. There were feathers racing over his back as he came a second, then a third time with her.

			Dropping atop Blaze, he laid there feeling like he’d been drained. Not just his body, though that was bad enough, but his mind too. Bryson thought that if he had to think too hard about anything at all, he’d be done. 

			Smiling when she shoved him off her, none too gently, Bryson pulled her to him and held her. Finally, his mind started to settle into a groove that he could think with. Instead of getting up, as he knew that they both should, Bryson told Blaze what he had planned for the day.

			“If I can get up anytime soon without fainting from you exhausting me, I have a meeting with Nathan Raglan at one.” Blaze asked him to remind her who that was. “The son of the couple that had gathered coats for the needy. He is going to be in for a great surprise. I just need a way to get him out of the building so that he doesn’t push the kill switch that he has in his office.”

			“Pull the fire alarm. Or better yet, give him notice that there is going to be a fire drill today and that his people are going to be timed for getting out in a good timeframe. I’ve used that one several times.” He loved that idea. “Also, if you know he has a kill switch on the computers, then I’d say that he’s doing some very bad things other than just selling the coats that are donated to him through charity work. I’d take Remi with you. She’s good at finding out shit like that.”

			“Thanks. I think she was going anyway.” She sat up on the side of the bed and turned and looked at him. “I felt my bird when I came. It wasn’t a strange feeling or anything like that, but it does feel that way now.”

			“It was powerful what we did. I’ve never, in all my years, ever felt anything like that before when I came. It was like I was being broken into small pieces, then put...no, slammed back together in a better way. You do that to me often and we’ll both be crippled up in bed without the strength to move.” He had no idea why, but he felt like she’d just given him the best compliment in the world, and told her so. “Only a man would think that. I was trying to make a point.”

			“Oh yeah? What was your point?” She leaned over and nipped him on the thigh. Laughing, he got up with her and brushed his teeth while she showered. “I was thinking about the money that is to come to me from Dawn’s family. I think I’d like to donate it to local charities to help out with backpacks and the like. Also, with Mercy working on the high school that is nearly finished, I thought that they could use some help with classrooms. What do you think?”

			“Do you know how much money there is?” He said that he’d never asked. “Maybe you should before you make those kind of decisions. Hand me a towel, will you?”

			Before handing her the towel, Bryson dried her back. “I’ll call the council today and find out. Are you thinking that it’s a great deal of money?”

			“I haven’t any idea, but I would guess that it’s a bit. They were very wealthy people before they decided to invest in the School of Wiccan Arts. The school is now defunct due to no one being there to run it, but you might want to look into how much money there is. Mercy will love the help, but I’d hope there was enough to go to all the classrooms rather than just a couple. Understand?”

			“I do.” 

			Getting into the shower after she left the bathroom, he decided that today was going to be a productive day. He had plenty to keep him busy at work running the charity groups, but today he was going to take care that Nathan got just what he deserved for running his parents’ goodwill into the ground. After getting dressed, he headed downstairs for breakfast.

			“Lady Blaze is in the office. She said for you to start without her.” He said that he’d wait. “I thought you’d say that, so I made you a fruit platter to keep you from starving.”

			Their cook, Stella, laughed when he ate most of the watermelon first. It was something that he’d enjoyed all his life. When Blaze joined him a few minutes later, she was all smiles. Whatever she’d been doing, it had come out the way she wanted it to.

			“I’ve called a buddy of mine with the IRS. He just looked up your friend Nathan. He’s been in the red since he’s taken over the Coats and Warm business that he stole from his parents, claiming that it’s a charitable organization and he donates all his money to the kids. His words to Jamie, not mine. So Jamie Nolan is going to meet you at the offices. I was able to point out that there is a big yacht in the docks in Florida, and that Nathan owns two homes abroad—one in France, the other in Switzerland. That’s where I bet he runs to when things are found out here. So the fire drill is going to be helpful that way too. Oh, and Jamie is going to call in a couple of favors this morning, and have the fire department call in for a drill. It’s all set up for you.”

			“Thanks. I wouldn’t have thought of the other things. You’re brilliant.” She laughed when he kissed her on the mouth. “This is going to be epic. I have a feeling that he’s not going to know what hit him before the end of the day. Holy shit, I wish his parents could have lived to see this. They would have loved him getting his comeuppance.”

			“Just you be careful. I don’t want you hurt in any way.” He promised her that he would. “I have to go to Columbus this afternoon to look into some things there that we have running. I’ll be back at dinner. Keep me informed. Remember, tomorrow we work on the magic that you have. I would love for you to be able to call on it when you need it. I’m sort of jealous that you have some of the things that you have.”

			He knew what she was talking about. One of the things that he’d figured out on his own was being able to converse with ghosts. Twice now he’d been able to help out a household that was having issues with the otherworldly people. And once Chadwick had people with children in the home that he and Blaze had gotten for free, he’d been happier about things too. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			Nathan hung up the phone and laughed. A fire drill? He’d never had so much as an inspection when the coffee maker he’d brought from home at his old job had blown a circuit and taken out the entire block. Now this? They were going to pull the alarms at eleven this morning, and he was to make sure that he got all his people out.

			He supposed that he could understand the reasoning behind it. A new owner would want to make sure that things were up to par. But today wasn’t a great day to be doing this. He had a lunch meeting with the said new owner at twelve-thirty. 

			“What do you want us to do?” He looked at his longtime lover and friend Trinity, and asked her what she meant. She had been the best find he’d ever had when it came to wheeling and dealing. “You know, do we shut all the computers down? Do we leave one person behind to make sure that things are the way we want them? I don’t feel good about people having access to what we’re doing here.”

			“I don’t either. But I got a call from Hamby, the fire chief, and he said that it’s routine and shouldn’t take more than thirty minutes. An hour tops. We’ll just do what we’re told and be done with it. I think that if we were to put up a fuss, that would bring everyone down on us to see why we’re not wanting a simple fire drill. Don’t you?” Trinity shrugged. “We have those shipments coming in today too. And then the meeting with the new owners. We’re having a busy day, don’t you think?”

			“I do. And it’s too much. Why didn’t we buy the stupid building when it came up for sale?” He told her, again, why they couldn’t. “I can understand that a charitable organization wouldn’t have the money to do that, but damn it, don’t you think with all our money we could have put it under a different corporation? Like we did the houses and the boat. Christ, what I wouldn’t give for a few days more of warmer weather to be out there on the open seas again.”

			“I know. Summer is much too short for what we have planned all year. But, as I said the other day, this is the best way to have a business. Anything ever goes wrong, we don’t have to fork out the money to have it repaired. The air goes out, or the heat, call the landlord. Like I keep saying, we really have to appear to be broke all the time from the charities that we’re supposed to be supporting.”

			“Did you see that all the designer coats that were donated last month are gone? Sold almost half of them within the first hour online. Then the kids boots sold, too. I wish we had about ten grand more of those. That was a great donation to our cause.” He laughed with her. Their cause was lining their pockets with all the cash that they could get. “By the way, when you have your meeting with the new guy, see if you can get him to upgrade the Internet server. With all the online purchases, we’re running really slow. I’d hate to lose a sale simply because the computers take too long to load up.”

			“I’ll put that on my list. After today, we’ll have all we need to keep us in the black. Or in the red, as the tax people think. Can you imagine what sort of shit would come down on our heads if they knew just what we were doing here?” He shivered. “Good old Dad had a great idea, but executed it stupidly. We could have been richer than we are now had he done what I wanted him to do in the first place. It was easy after he was gone to take over the business, since no one wanted to donate to him anymore. And shoving Mom into a nursing home was a stroke of brilliance on your part.”

			“I love that old house. And now that it’s been updated and the rooms brought to this decade, it’s a great place to party in.” She sat down on the corner of his desk. “What time is the drill supposed to be? I’m guessing that they don’t want us to tell the others that work here.”

			“No, they don’t. They want to make sure that we can get out of here in a reasonable amount of time. But you can let it slip, can’t you?” Trinity told him that she knew just the person to let it slip to. “Good. That way they can at least not be missing a sale when this shit takes place. Why don’t you let it slip when it’s happening, and say something about how we’re going to have to stop taking calls about ten minutes prior to the drill. That way, we can at least have the service pick up for us for that timeframe.”

			“I like that idea.” He nodded to her and asked her if she had any other things that he should talk about with the new owners. “I was thinking that we should ask for a new fridge, because we need one for the basement at home. Maybe if he’s willing to get us one, we can trade the new one out for the one we have at home. I’d like one with ice, and even a computer on the outside. It’s really annoying to have to move shit out of the way to see what we have it there.”

			“I’ll bring that up too.” His list wasn’t very long. It did have appliances on it that they were going to use at home when they came in. No one would be the wiser once the new things were delivered after hours. “Trinity, do you think we should take another vacation before winter sets in? I mean, go someplace warm for a month or so? I’d love to redo the houses and have them ready for next traveling season.”

			“Sounds like a great idea.” 

			When she left his office, he settled back in his chair. He hated the one that he had here. It was nothing like the one he’d ordered a month ago and had at his desk at home. But, he knew appearances needed to be maintained. If they looked like they were making a bundle, they’d have every government office on their asses in a heartbeat. Pulling out the catalog that he’d gotten just yesterday with new toys in it, he looked over what he wanted to get for their newest acquisition—the house out west. 

			At ten-thirty Trinity came into his office to remind him of the drill. He’d already made several purchases. Some of them had been online, and a few from the catalog that he’d gotten. Nathan didn’t want to be interrupted when he was having so much fun. However, he also knew that the sooner this was done the sooner he could get back to the real business of having this building, and that was making big time cash.

			Everyone was lined up at the door when he exited his office. Not saying a word to anyone, Nathan winked at Trinity. She’d done her part perfectly. Looking around, making sure that there was nothing out that would make anyone look harder at what they were doing, he was happy.

			Right on the nose the fire alarm went off. Since he’d never heard the sucker before, it scared the shit out of him, and the noise it made was horrific. Going out with the rest of his people, he was all the way out into the sunshine when he realized that he should have remembered his coat—or maybe not. If he looked like he didn’t think about what was going on, it would sell better for those that were there to time them. 

			“Mr. Raglan? Nathan Raglan?” He said that was him, and smiled at the gentlemen that was standing in front of him. “I’m Jamie Scott. I work for the Internal Revenue Service.” He started to nod when he realized what the man had said. “You’re under arrest.”

			There was more being said to him, but all he could focus on was that not only was he being arrested, but also Trinity and the eleven employees that worked for him. As he was being shoved into an awaiting van by himself, he turned and looked at Scott.

			“There must be some kind of mistake. We’re a not for profit charitable organization that deals in winter and summer merchandise for the needy.” No one listened to him no matter how many times he repeated himself. When he was handcuffed to the hooks in the floor of the van, he looked at the man across from him. “I think there has been a huge mistake here. I don’t know what’s going on, but I file my taxes, and the not for profit charitable organization that—”

			“You know as well as I do that you’re no more not for profit than any other business that works around here.” Nathan started to protest again. “We have all your records from your home, and by the time the IRS leaves here today, we’ll have all the files and records from here. You’d better start to come up with a plan. Not that I think you can get yourself out of this, Nathan, but a plan that tells the courts why you’ve been stealing and making a profit since your poor dad was gathering coats and giving them away. And to think that you broke both his and your mother’s hearts when you took away the only thing that they loved.”

			“How the hell do you know anything about my parents? I have my mom hidden away so no one could talk to her.” The man nodded. “Do I know you?”

			“Yes. I’m Bryson Andrews. You might remember me, I think. I used to come into the place your dad had when I was a kid. Your mother used to make the best cookies in the world that she’d give to the kids your parents were trying to help.” Nathan knew the name, but he couldn’t place it. “Also, I’m the new owner of your building. The one that you’re never going to enter again. You should have carried on in your father’s footsteps rather than being a jerk and selling off the things that were donated. Sending them through the mail, that’s a big no-no too. You are in a world of shit, Nathan.”

			Nathan had to get back into the building before they were able to find out just how much he’d been making from selling off the coats. Just a second—that would be all it took for him to go into his office and pull the lever that would destroy every computer in the place. 

			“I want to cooperate.” Andrews nodded and said that was good. “I have records on everything that we did. All of them. You just tell them that I need to get into my office so that I can open the safe for them. That way I can have a lesser sentence.”

			“Too late for you to get in and destroy evidence, I’m afraid.” Andrews then gave him the combination to the safe that was in the floor, telling him that they had all the information they needed to arrest him. “You’re going to have to do better than that, I’m afraid. There isn’t any way that you’re going to be able to get into the offices now that we got you out. What do you think we were doing when we had a fire drill? That’s not for the fire department to do, but the population, like business owners. You should have looked that up. Companies run drills. The fire department cleans up the damage if you have a fire.”

			“I have money.” Andrews told him that he’d had money. “What do you mean, I had money? I’ve worked very hard for that. I did nothing wrong. It was all Trinity. She’s the one that made me sell the coats. Arrest her. It’s all on her anyway. I promise, I will testify that she’s the one that set up the offshore accounts. As well as made the business look like it was a nonprofit. Arrest her, not me. I’m innocent. I swear it.”

			“You might like to know that she’s saying the same things about you. How you forced her into making money off the coats that were for the poor and underprivileged. And on top of that, she said that even though the three houses were in her name, you’d done that to make sure that if anything happened, no one would know that they were for you both to use when you were sick of the—and this is her wording—the nasty people that can’t get a job. If you two hated dealing with people that had less than you, you should probably have gone into a different illegal business deal.”

			By the time he was taken to the jail, there were crowds of people around the front. Wondering if they were going to take him around back, he wasn’t really surprised that they stopped in front of not just people, but news crews as well. 

			There was nothing for him to cover his face with, though it didn’t seem to matter much—they knew who he was, and were shouting out his name like they were best of friends. Microphones were shoved into his face and questions asked, like how could he do this? Where was his heart? Other things too that made him sound like he was a terrible person. Nathan had enough when someone asked him what his parents would have thought of this.

			“They didn’t have any idea the amount of money they could have been making on this shit. Every day, someone would call up and ask us if we were still taking donations to give away. Well, I’m not a stupid man. You would have all done the same thing, and you fucking know it. I made a profit. So what? I made money off the donations instead of giving the fat lazy people on welfare a coat that cost more than they’d make in food stamps in an entire year.” He looked around at the shocked faces. “Who here would have done the same thing I did, and made a billion dollars on this kind of shit?”

			No one raised their hands. One woman even spat on him. Christ, what fools. He just hoped he got a jury of his own peers and not the idiots here. Otherwise he was going to be going to prison for a very, very long time, he thought.

			“Oh yeah, something else you might want to know. They’re exhuming the body of your father. For your sake, I hope he did die of natural causes. Not that I wouldn’t put it past you to kill him. But that’s just more for you to think on.” Andrews was laughing as he walked away. 

			Christ, would nothing go his way today?

			~*~

			Bryson was still laughing when his cell phone rang. He didn’t know the number and almost didn’t answer it, but figured that if it was anyone he didn’t know, he’d just hang up on them. Having no more bill collectors hounding him for something that Curt had done was all right with him

			Three days ago Blaze and Piper had turned over everything they had on Curt to Bryson’s grandparents, and he hoped the man rotted in Hell. He was surprised, really, that they’d taken it better than he thought they would. Of course, they’d had a great deal of time to deal with this. Thinking all along that Curt had killed their daughter and taken him would make them feel more justified than saddened, Bryson thought.

			“Hello, my name is Holloway. I’m working on the case against Mr. Bishop Wolf, the third, and Ms. Bethany Wolf Carpenter, children of Bishop Wolf Jr., deceased. I was wondering if you have a minute or two to answer some questions for me.” Bryson told him that the case was for Ellen Wolf. That she’d been married to Mr. Wolf. “Yes, I have that all here. A great deal more information than I’ve ever had for a case before, to be truthful. But I was wondering if you knew if Ms. Ellen has gotten anything from the estate.”

			“I don’t believe so. I know there was a house that she was supposed to get but didn’t, but I honestly don’t know what else she might have gotten. I think there were his ashes, but as far as her getting those, I’m not sure. Why are you asking me?” Holloway laughed. “I’m sorry. Did I miss something?”

			“Nothing, no. I was just thinking that I’m glad I’m going to be there when Bishop and his sister get the news that they’d been left out of the will all together. Not only that, but they actually owe the estate several million dollars between them. Their father, he kept very good records on what he lent them and how much they paid back. Did you know that once you pay part of a loan from someone, that you’ve acknowledged that you owe them money and that you’re saying that you’ll pay it back? I doubt they did, or they’d have kept their money instead of paying a little on their debt to their father.” Bryson asked him how that had come about, the changes in the will. “Well, I shouldn’t tell you this, but I’ve been friends with Remi for a great many years. In fact, she helped me get the money to go to college to become an attorney. She told me that I could trust you as if I were talking to her. The will that they’re tossing around is no more real than Remi is human.” 

			“You’re joking.” Holloway laughed again, telling Bryson that not only was he not joking, but there was more. “Is any of this going to come back on Ellen? I hope not. I think she’s been through a great deal. Those kids, some of the stories that I heard about them makes me want to hunt them down and make them pay.”

			“Oh, they will, Lord Bryson. They certainly will. The list of things that were left in the house when the father passed away is very well thought out, and provided not only the amount of each item, but where it was in the house. While I didn’t know the man, I certainly would have loved to have found out how he was able to keep things so organized. He even had pictures of each item that was worth something. And from what I can tell, everything in that house was worth a great deal.” Bryson asked him what he was going to do now. “Tomorrow morning, bright and early, the police are going to knock on the door and roust the pair. Rumor has it that they’ve been having some very loud parties there. There hasn’t been a reading of the will, so I’m assuming, as Remi did, that they’re selling off some of the things in the home to finance their lifestyle. A lifestyle that their father didn’t allow them to have on his dime, so to speak.”

			“They’re going to be arrested?” Holloway said not yet. “Then why are the police there? I’m sure there are any number of things that they can be brought in for.”

			“Yes, there are. However, we’re doing this one by the books. They’ll be asked to come to the reading of the original will, one that was brought to me a few days ago. This will, the one that Mr. Bishop signed about a month after he married Ellen, is the one that should have kept that poor woman in her home with luxuries that were left for her. The judge of the county will be there as well. As a favor to me.” Bryson asked what sort of payments they would be required to make. “Well, if they have about three million dollars each, that will only take care of the things that we know for sure are missing from the home. Remi again helped me with that. Then there is the money, another two million each, that they owe the estate. The judge in this case will more than likely give them the lightest sentence that he usually gives. They’ll pay back one hundred dollars for every day that they’re in prison. Are you good at math, Lord Bryson?”

			He did quick math in his head. “Holy Christ, that’s nearly one hundred and forty years each. I don’t think they’ll get to pay it back at that rate. Will Ellen be all right?” Holloway assured him that she would be just fine. “Good. I’d hate to have her suffer because the children that she helped raise are assholes.”

			“You couldn’t have picked a better term for them, I don’t think. But back to my reason for calling you. I just wanted to see if she came with anything other than the clothing on her back when she came to live with you and your lovely wife.” Bryson told him that she’d barely had even that. “Good. That’s good to know. I’ll be in touch with Ellen in a few days. I’m to understand you’re taking care of Curt soon as well?”

			“Yes. He’s going to go away for a very long time. Perhaps we can get them adjoining cells. They can talk about how they treated people that were good to them. And from what I’ve seen with Ellen, she is a good person. She certainly was to me when I was a child.” Holloway said that he’d gotten that from the neighbors around them too. “Good. I’m glad to know that it wasn’t just hopeful thinking on my part about how I was taken care of by her.”

			“No. I heard that she’d been trying to get Curt out of her life for a long while. Even had a plan set up with Ms. Biggby. She’s gone now, I guess, but they had plans, maps, and even some of those toss off phones they use. Ms. Biggby’s daughter gave it all to me when I was out there a week ago. Couldn’t say a nice thing about Curt, though. That man should have been shot years ago.” Bryson was sure that no one had a good thing to say about him. “Well, young man, I’ll let you get back to work. I’m sure glad that Lady Blaze found you. She sure does light herself up when she talks about you.”

			“I love her as well.” 

			When the connection was closed, he went back to his work. Nothing really that he couldn’t put off, but he knew that if he didn’t get as much done today as he could, tomorrow would be terrible. It didn’t just pile up around him, it seemed to just take over his desk and everything else in the room. 

			But, and this was very strange for him, he was enjoying the work much more than he ever did any other job that he’d had. This would include the one where he was working at when he met his Blaze. Not that he wasn’t planning on going back to work there, just that he’d be in a different position. Running the development company rather than working at one of the desks was going to be great, he thought. Looking around the office, he wondered where he was going to put those files, because there would be plenty when the plant was open for business again.

			“Are you packed?” He must have zoned out for a moment, and was startled by Blaze speaking to him. “For the trip tomorrow. We’re going to go home for Thanksgiving. I’m sure that I told you.”

			“You did, and yes, I’m packed up and ready to go. Esy said that we’re going as our birds. I don’t understand how that could be safe, what with all the holiday travel going on.” She told him. “Oh. I didn’t realize that we’d be small birds. Did you tell me how we’re to take things with us when we travel like that?”

			“I might not have on that. We can carry large amounts of things even when we’re small. But with this trip, everything that we can’t carry has been shipped out already. Things for you went out a few days ago, but it’ll be there on time. You’ll love it.” Bryson told her that he was looking forward to it. “I am too. Sort of. I’m also very nervous. It’s been since we were changed that any of us were there. New Town is going to be so different now that I’m sure no one will know who the hell we are, and why we’d even think that they’d care.”

			“I spoke to Mr. Holloway today. He was telling me that he was from there. Or I think I might have assumed that.” Blaze told him that he was from there. Even Stella and Todd were. “Yes, that I do remember you telling me. How long will we be gone? Have you figured that out yet?”

			“Just a couple of days. No more than that, I’m afraid. Because after Thanksgiving, we’re going to be getting ready for Christmas. We go all out with that holiday. And we give a lot of parties for a lot of different people that work for us.” He smiled at her when she sat on his lap. “I think that I’d rather stay right here with you instead of going so far away. Not that we can’t do it easily enough, but it’s nice to be snuggled up with you on the couch.”

			“We never did much on either holiday when Dawn and I were living at the house. Then after Curt was kicked out, we still didn’t do much in the way of having fun. I can’t even remember the last time we even bothered with putting up a tree.” Blaze just stared at him. “I’m serious. It was a lot of hassle just to get out cards to the few people we cared enough to send them to. Much less putting up a tree and then having to take it down again.”

			“Oh, that’ll all be done when we return. Next year, you and I will plan out the house. This year’s has been done for months. When we leave, Stella and Todd will let the decorators come in, and by the time we return, we’ll have a holiday home that will bring people from all over the state to look at.” He asked her if she was serious. “Yes. Three years ago Mercy was on the cover of some magazine. This year I’m planning on outdoing her. It’s been a competition between us for decades. I’ve never won, damn it.”

			“You women are the most competitive people I’ve ever met.” Blaze told him that he was correct on that one. “I’ll just stand back and watch as you guys figure this out. I have no idea what sort of decorations you have in mind, but I’m betting it’ll be more than any one store sells for the entire season.”

			“Pretty much. Since our homes are so close together this year, it’ll be a blast. Last year and the one before, the only people with homes of any size were Mercy and Piper. Piper’s decorations at Halloween are difficult to match. She loves that holiday more than any other, I think.” He could see her going all out for Halloween. The woman loved witches and pumpkin decorations. “I’m ready to go tonight. I hope at least someone remembers me.”

			“I’m sure that everyone will know you, love. You’re very hard to forget.” Blaze thanked him, then punched him in the arm. “I truly meant that as a compliment.”

			“You did not.” Blaze hugged him tightly. “Whatever did I do without you before? I don’t even think I could change my shoes without you here now. Thank you for being what I never thought that I’d want in a mate.”

			He wasn’t sure what she meant by that, but let it go. Being called to dinner, they walked hand in hand to the kitchen, a place where they took most of their meals. It was, to him, the heart of the house. Someplace that he could go for solitude as well as wholesome cooking.

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			Blaze was so happy that they’d come here. So many people they had met when they’d worked for Dante were still there. And descendants were as vast and friendly as their parents had been. Of course, they didn’t really know them as people, and that had been funny to watch their faces when they realized that they were the Queen’s Prey.

			“They’ve modernized much more than I thought they would have so far from anyone else.” Jude looked around as she continued. “Mercy told me that she thought the stash that was left for them did this for them. I’m very glad. I would have hated to have come here and found that it had changed very little since she passed away.”

			“I was just happy to see that they had running water and electricity. I wonder which one of them came up with the idea that they were needed?” Jude told her. “Oh, that’s wonderful. They send their children to college in the bigger towns. I love it. And since they come back here when they finish, that’s even more special, don’t you think?”

			“I do. I so wish that Dante could see this all. She’d be so proud of them for moving forward. I miss her sometimes. I’ve decided to go with Mercy to see the castle ruins.” Blaze said that she had as well. “What about Bryson? Do you think that he’d enjoy seeing where it all began?”

			“I think he’s still resting. I had forgotten that he’s not used to flying as much as we do. He promised that when we get back home, he’s going to fly daily so that he’s in better shape. I think it shamed him some that Miley did better than he did.” They both laughed as they watched all the food being taken to the large city center. “It will be a feast, I’m thinking. I’m so happy that we came today. This is the perfect Thanksgiving. We have so much to be thankful for, don’t you think?”

			“I do.” Jude turned to her as she continued. “I have had the oddest feeling since we got here. I know that you’re going to laugh, but I think that we’re all being watched, from afar. I know that there are hundreds of people here, but I feel like there is someone else, not here, that is watching us.”

			“Us? Or just you?” When Jude flushed brightly, she laughed. “So. Do you think it might be your mate? He’s so shy that he only feels safe when he’s far away from you? Not boding well for you to meet if he’s doing that, don’t you think?”

			“I don’t know what to think. But here’s the strangest part. I feel like whoever this is, it’s not a bad feeling. Like they’re watching over me instead of simply watching me. Do you understand?” Blaze said that she thought she did. “I’m probably just being silly. But I am having a great time. And look at Miley. Who would have thought that she’d bond so quickly with all the kids here? I don’t think she has this many friends at her school.”

			“I was thinking that earlier. She has grown so much, don’t you think?” 

			Not just in age—no, it was her manner. When they’d first met the little girl, she’d been bound to a wheelchair and would have been for life. But after Mercy healed her, she’d been non-stop in everything that she did.

			Dinner was going to be in a couple of hours. They decided that while it was still light out they’d head to the castle. Blaze still wasn’t sure that she wanted to be there. It had not only been their home for a great deal of their life, but it was also the tomb of their queen. 

			Bryson was going with them, as was Miley. It would be nice, Blaze supposed, for them to see it for the first time. All Blaze could think about was how it had looked in all its glory so very long ago. Now, thanks to them, it was in ruin.

			They all were aware that the castle hadn’t been perfect. Back then there had been no running water except what they could bring up from the well that the castle had been built around. Toilets were nothing more than pits in the ground, and the smell in the warmer months was too much to bear at times. Also, while food and meat were plentiful, disease and sickness were things that they combated daily. 

			Dante had taken care that they had plenty to eat to combat any of the things that came with living in filth. She made sure that there was plenty of straw to lay on the grounds. They had a doctor on duty that would do his best. With what Blaze knew now, she wondered how they had survived living in that time. Surely more people should have perished from not being able to keep things clean and sanitized.

			Mercy landed first. Blaze was sure that they’d gone to the wrong place. The castle here was being repaired, and a fine job was being done of it, too. It looked as if it had never been destroyed. There were large earth movers in the courtyard surrounding it, like they had only just left—the smoke from their chimneys was still blowing warmly. There were even a few of them that would be able to lift some of the heavier stones.

			Landing on one of the places that had been built especially for them when they lived here, Blaze shifted to her human self and stood atop the tower. Remi and Esy joined her, and Bryson. They all looked as confused as she felt.

			“Something is going on.” Blaze was too confused to tell Esy that she was speaking the obvious again, something that she did a great deal. “Mercy knows something. Look how she’s just walking around like she fully expected this. What do you think she knows?”

			“You should ask her.” They all turned to Bryson when he spoke. “Or not. You can just stand up here and speculate on what she knows, or do what I am going to do and go down and ask her.”

			He moved to the edge and shifted as he jumped off the side. Bryson had been doing that for a while now, just playing around with his bird. When he landed beside Mercy, she hugged him. Okay, Blaze thought, she did know something, and she wanted to know too. 

			Following Bryson’s flight, she landed just as the others were landing as well. All of them asked at once, not only wondering what Mercy knew but why she’d not told them anything.

			“There is nothing to tell you. I knew that the castle had someone working on it. I didn’t have anything to do with it, but I knew. As for who is doing it, all I know is that we’ve been invited to the Christmas party, and all will be told to us then.” Bryson asked her if there was nothing she could tell, or nothing she was able to tell. “Both. Don’t ask me anymore. I can’t tell anyone what is going on until then. I promise you, it’s nothing underhanded, but it’s going to be good.”

			“You know who will be there, don’t you?” Mercy only stared at Jude, her face as unreadable as she’d ever seen it. “What’s going to happen that has you all close mouthed? You said that it’s not bad. But are you sure about that?”

			“I’m as sure about that as I am of my love for Joel and Miley.” Jude stared at Mercy. It was a hard stare, like she was trying to read her mind. They all knew that Mercy wouldn’t allow them to do it, so she wondered why she’d even try. “All right. I’ll trust you on this. I don’t like it, just so you know, but I’ll trust you with this.”

			“Thank you. I hate keeping things from you, but I was sworn to secrecy. I won’t break this promise.” The way Mercy worded that had her thinking that she’d not just been asked to keep it to herself, but that she’d been ordered to. “Let’s just enjoy looking around and see what improvements have been made. All right?” 

			They all agreed and went their separate ways to do just that. Perhaps thirty minutes later, Piper yelled at them all to come to her. There was no fear in her voice, but a great deal of pain. Hurrying to her, Piper was sitting in a small plot of ground that faced the castle walls.

			“Holy Christ.” The headstone was made from one of the stones of the castle walls. The image that was chiseled into the stone was of the queen. It was as beautiful as the portrait of her that hung over Mercy’s fireplace. Esy sat down as she read what was on the stone. “Here lies the queen of the castle, Queen Dante of the Six Birds. Creator. Mother. Daughter. The greatest ruler that ever lived. Mother?”

			“You did this, didn’t you, Mercy? I just know it.” They all agreed with Remi. “Do you suppose she’s buried here? That whoever found her body— Mercy? You’re the one fixing up the castle for us, aren’t you? What’s going on here? Tell us.”

			Mercy didn’t even look up from the stone. That was when Blaze knew that something very important was going on. Something that she was sure would change their lives in some way or another.

			They headed back to the town and had the most amazing dinner. The townspeople went all out, as they did every year, because, like them, they had a great deal to be thankful for. They would not have survived if even one of them had been left behind to be beaten by the king until they told what had happened at the castle all those years ago. 

			The town’s mayor stood up and everyone became quiet. His name was Barron, named for his father, who had been mayor of the town when it had been set up. Barron cleared his throat.

			“We, this year especially, have a great deal to be thankful for. Not only have the queen’s protectors come to see us, but we have three more children born this year.” The applause was loud, and happiness rang though the entire building. “However, we have lost one of the many that came with us so long ago. Allison’s mother was a great woman, and served the queen well as her lady’s maid. Allison, sadly, was killed only a week ago when her home was hit by a boulder that was being brought down from the mountain for the stone where our Lady Queen now lies.”

			Everyone bowed their heads when the mayor asked them to. A short prayer later, others stood up to speak of the things that had happened to them this year, and how it had impacted the town. 

			Others did the same. There were great stories, as well as happiness at what had happened. One man—his name eluded her at the moment—said that while his garden had not done as well as he’d hoped, his neighbor had helped by sharing what crops he’d had. 

			Story after story was told similar to his. Women too stood to speak, talking about the quilts they’d been able to sell in the next town over, many miles away, but they had trucks now so it was easier to take things and bring things back. Another woman spoke of her herbs, and how she was able to sell them on the Internet, a new thing for the people living here. 

			When they were offered rooms to sleep in that night, Blaze fell in love with the blanket on her bed. Determined to buy it, she told Bryson that she wanted it for their child someday. It was the prettiest shades of blues and pinks that she’d ever seen. 

			“I think that’s a wonderful idea.” The two of them spoke most of the night on which one they thought was going to be queen of the castle. Someone would need to be there if only to keep poachers out. “I’m sure that it’s going to be Remi. I don’t know why, but she’d be just the ball buster that would be needed to be a queen.”

			“No, it’s going to be Piper. She is the deadliest of the six of us. Though I don’t know what she’d be defending the castle against. There aren’t that many people around that want to storm a castle and take it over anymore.” They were both laughing about that when something occurred to her. “I’ve changed my mind. I think it’s going to be Jude. She knows that her mate might be here. I mean, she sort of felt someone today watching her. At least that’s who she indicated it might be that she was feeling.” 

			“You might be right. She told me the same thing about being watched.” They both settled in the big bed just as the clock in the great room of the house they were in struck midnight. “I almost hate to go home tomorrow. I know that we have to, but I don’t want to.”

			“Neither do I. I want to stay here and watch the castle be finished. I want to visit Dante’s grave alone, and talk to her about the things that have happened since she changed us.” Blaze looked over at Bryson, the love of her life. “You would have loved her as much as we do. I know we say this all the time, that she was a great woman. But there is something that none of us mention. She laughed like a braying jackass.”

			They were still laughing about that as they held each other tightly. It was nice to be able to snuggle up to someone she loved, Blaze thought. She’d not have it any other way.

			~*~

			Bishop walked down the stairs and wondered were Bethany was today. She’d mentioned something about going to the bank to get some of the things from the safety deposit box, but Bishop was sure she should have been home by now. Living in the big house afforded them so much in the way of having money all the time.

			“A man by the name of Remington called here for you. I took a message, but all the woman that called said was that it was important that you called back.” Bishop ignored Parker for his coffee that she’d set in front of him. “Also, the bills are starting to pile up and the grocer won’t bring out any more food until he’s paid. That you’re drinking now is the last of the coffee in the house.”

			“Do you have any at your home?” She told him that she did not. “Liar. I know you do. You smell of fresh beans. I want another cup even if you have to go to your house and get it for me. Don’t lie to me again, or you’ll find yourself out on your ass like the others.”

			“Good to know. I put my resignation on your piled up desk two weeks ago. Yesterday was my last day.” She pulled on her coat and moved to the back door. “You’re nothing at all like your father was. He was a good man, and prided himself on keeping the household stocked and the people working for him happy. You’re a bully and a shithead.”

			When the door slammed behind her, he didn’t even turn to look. Good riddance, Bishop thought. One less person to nag him about payroll. Not that he had any plans of paying her, but it was good that he didn’t have to hear her bitching about it. 

			Sipping his coffee, he heard the phone ring. Ignoring it for his morning brew, he was annoyed as fuck when no sooner than it stopped ringing than it started up again. Getting up from his chair, he picked up the phone and asked what the fuck they wanted.

			“Good morning, sunshine. I do hope that you’re having a good morning. Because you’re about to have your entire life shit on.” He started to hang up when the man at the other end started talking. “My name is Bryson Andrews. And I’m only keeping you busy on the phone so that the police can come in the front door. You have fun now.”

			He heard the front of the house explode when someone broke down the doors. He was headed there when he felt something touch the back of his head. Before he could do what he’d been told, get on the floor with his hands behind his head, Bishop was slammed down and his arms jerked behind his back so hard that he was sick from it.

			“What the fuck is this all about? Do you have any idea what sort of laws you’re breaking right now?” He was told to shut up. “I will not. And you’re paying for that door when I have your ass in court.”

			“Shut up and listen.” He was advised his rights to an attorney when he felt the sickening pain of his head hitting the floor. “Do you understand these rights?”

			“Yeah, you mother fucker. Do you understand what the fuck I’m going to do to you when I’m up from here?” There was female laughter, and he tried to raise up his head enough to look. But it didn’t take much. He knew the woman standing over him like he did his own sister. “What the hell are you doing here, Ellen? I thought when you were kicked from my house you were told to stay five hundred feet from here.”

			“I was, when I thought that you were in the right. But now that I know you changed the will your dad had to suit yourself—well, you can say that I just don’t give a good fuck what you want anymore.” Bishop asked her what she was talking about. “The original will. The one made right after your father and I were married. The one that said that I got everything and that you and your lovely arrested sister get squat. Bishop, your dad, he said that he’d bailed you two out enough, and that he thought you and he were even on anything that either of you hoped to get from his estate.”

			“You fucking lie.” She knelt down and showed him what he’d been looking for since he’d moved into the house the second time. “You doctored that up so that we’d not get anything. That’s going to cost you. I might even let you back in here as our servant, Ellen. Christ, to think that for years we called you Mom.”

			“Yes, and I was your mother for a long time, Bishop. I raised you until your father thought that you’d lived here long enough. It was both a sad day and a wonderful, uplifting day when he tossed you both to the side of the road. I have to say, now that I know what sort of people the two of you became, I might have not been all that sad about him doing that.” Bishop told her that she’d made him do it. “No. I wouldn’t have done that. But as I said, I’m so glad that he did. Aren’t you going to even ask why your sister was arrested?”

			“I don’t care what she’s done. I’m more concerned right now about how much I’m going to enjoy beating the fuck out of you when I get these cuffs off.” He was sat up with his arms still behind his back in a set of cuffs. “You’d do well to get these off me so that I don’t have to have you in a pair of them, Ellen. I don’t care for the way I’m being treated.”

			“Well, isn’t that just too bad for you?” Ellen started walking around with another man. He was holding a file in his hands and pointing out all the things that were missing from the room they were in. “You’ve been very busy, haven’t you, Bishop? I do hope that you’ve had fun while you were living it up in my home. Because where you’re headed isn’t going to be anywhere near as nice as here. Oh, you’ll also be happy to know that I hired the staff back and paid their salary. That wasn’t nice of you to not pay them when they worked so hard in trying to keep the two of you fed and taken care of.”

			“You do that and I’m going to have to fire them all over again.” She didn’t speak to him, but did talk about the pieces that Bishop and Bethany had sold off for more money. For some reason he had never been able to get into the bank accounts. Now he knew why. “Where did you find the will?” 

			Not only did she not answer him, but Ellen left the room to see what else they’d gotten rid of. There was a great deal of it too. Some of the bedrooms were devoid of anything but the carpet on the floors. Even pictures that had been in their family for generations were sold off for cash.

			“Mr. Wolf? My name is Kendal Windsor. I’m the new pack leader.” Bishop asked him why he’d care. “Well, for one thing, I’m here to take your ass to jail. After that, we’ll be the ones that take you to prison when you’re found guilty of stealing from this house. Then there is the other matter of dues that you owe the pack. You were told that you and your sister would have to pay up or be taken care of. You’re very lucky that Ellen paid them, or I’d get first crack at your ass.”

			“Like I care.” 

			But he did care. Bishop also knew that he was in deep shit over this. Not only had he and Bethany doctored the will that had been around when their mother was, but they’d been made aware that they might not now or ever own the things that they’d been selling off. 

			As he sat there, Bishop wondered if he could play on Ellen’s good nature. When she came back into the room, he gave it his best shot. “Ellen…Mom…I’m so sorry about all this. I guess we were saddened by the death of our dad. Can’t we just start over and try and work this out?”

			“No.” 

			She walked away again, going to the dining room. He knew it, too, was devoid of any furniture. 

			As he was being none too nicely pulled up from the floor, he was out the door before he could try again. Something had to give in her heart. Ellen had always been a sap when it came to him and Bethany.

			There were three large furniture trucks in the front driveway when he was being taken to the cruiser. As he was put in the back seat of it, the doors were opened on the first one and he could see that it looked like it was filled with the things that they’d sold off. As the dining room table and chairs were unloaded, he had to smile. It must have cost her a fortune to get all that shit back.

			Taken to the courthouse instead of the jail, he saw his sister there too. Unlike him, she’d been put in prison orange. He decided then that he needed to tell her to never get arrested again. Orange was not her color. 

			The courtroom was emptied except for the judge, the two of them, and several armed police officers. Ellen came in just as the doors to the back were being closed, and she wasn’t alone. The men and women with her looked not just wealthy, but powerful.

			“We’re here today to read the last will and testament of Bishop Wolf Senior. Now that we have the correct will, we can proceed.” Bishop objected. “To what? The fact that you lied to a sitting judge and said the one that you found was the correct one? Or the fact that you’re going to have to pay back not just the estate, but also your stepmother for the things that you sold off in her home? What is it, boy?”

			“I’m not paying her shit. She’s the one that was left out of the will. Not my sister and I.” The judge only stared at him. “We messed up, all right? I think that we can resolve this like adults and put this all behind us. Besides, when I was leaving home, or being dragged around like an animal, I saw that she’d been able to get the stuff back.”

			“Your Honor?” The man with Ellen stood up. “My name is Lord Bryson Andrews. Ellen was my stepmother for a great many years before she married Mr. Bishop. I’d like to give you an accounting of the money that was spent on retrieving her things, as well as the expense of finding it. For the furniture that had been sold, not including the things that we’ve not been able to find, it comes to just over six point three million dollars. The time and effort put forth was just over—”

			“Hey, wait a damned minute.” Bishop looked at his sister. “We did not get nearly that much for the shit that we sold. Even if we were to have to pay that back, that’s well above the amount that we got for it.”

			“You’re to sit down and shut up, the both of you, so that I can figure this out for your sentencing. There will not be a trial simply because the two of you have admitted to me that you’ve done this. Besides, I’m not going to waste tax payers’ money on a trial of two people that should have been in jail long ago.” The judge looked at the man, Lord Andrews, again. “Go ahead, Your Lordship. Give me the rest of the numbers.”

			Ten million dollars? There wasn’t any way. But just as he was opening his mouth to object again, an officer came to stand behind him. The heavy hand on his shoulder was painful, not to mention scary.

			“All right. This is how this is going to go. You two will pay all this money back. I’m well aware that you have no money or jobs, and the likelihood of you getting one from prison is nil. So you’re going to spend your days working for the jail system at one hundred dollars a day.” It wasn’t much, but between the two of them they’d have some cash, Bishop thought. “In doing so, all money from your jobs from prison will go directly to Ellen Wolf. All of it.”

			“Wait a fucking minute. Are you saying that we’re going to work in the prison, or that we’re going to be working while in prison? Neither one of those are an option for me. I have a social life, and that will just kill it.” The judge told Bethany to shut up again. “I will not shut up. I have something to say on my behalf. She should have worked harder on getting the right will and we’d not be in this shit right now.”

			“You’re a moron.” The judge looked at Bishop after calling his sister that. “You too, if you want to know the truth. As of this day, you will be taken to prison, where you will spend the next, if my math is correct, one hundred and ninety years behind bars to pay off the bills and things that you’ve done to your stepmother.” 

			The banging of the gavel sounded so final that Bishop just sat there. They’d never get out. Never have any more fun. Not even get any of the money that they had to work for. This fucking sucked. As he was taken away again, Bishop realized his mistake. He’d fucked with the wrong person. And now he had to pay. 
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