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    CHAPTER 1—CONTACT 
 
    On the edge of a lake, beneath the umbrella of a gigantic blue spruce, a stranger followed Hannah Bailey's every movement. Boiling hatred seethed through his gaze cast solely upon her, a laser of loathing so intense he rubbed his bicep against the weapon in his shoulder holster and imagined the feelings that would come when The Day, The Moment arrived. 
 
    Boom, he mouthed to himself, his lips briefly curling into the shape of a half-moon. 
 
    Everything the girl was and everything she represented was the bile of his life. 
 
    Here she was in some skimpy bikini. Laughing… playing… enjoying time with her friends. It was disgusting… infuriating. She had no idea of the pain she'd caused. 
 
    She probably had plans to be one of those Hollywood actresses or something. The type that wipes their ass with hundred dollar bills while tweeting about their hardships. 
 
    Bitch. 
 
    He could, of course, finish it now, but his training prohibited such a public display of his abilities. Not to mention the fact that Sophie and Hans would probably have to bear the direct wrath of the Protectorate for years to come. 
 
    No, he wanted it done right. They wanted it done right. Discreetly. Cleverly. Brilliantly. 
 
    Besides, he preferred a game of Cat and Mouse where his targets were made to suffer, where he could feel their horror and witness their utter desperation as they gasped for their final breaths right in front of him. 
 
    After all, that's why the Sperari had commissioned him. 
 
    Although he was young, he was the best in the business. He knew it… and his track record proved it. 
 
    He methodically inhaled the crisp mountain air. Yes, his patience would pay off. 
 
    This was his life's calling. His destiny. 
 
    And there was no doubt about it: Hannah Bailey was dangerous, the daughter of an evil man. Even if she wasn't a menace to them yet, she would be in the future, particularly as she grew older… stronger. 
 
    Especially when she discovered her powers. 
 
    With unwavering resolve, Sicarius reminded himself of his duty. 
 
    He wasn't just here to find her and make contact with her… 
 
    He was here to kill her. 
 
    * 
 
    Hannah drove home from Lake Vallecito with her windows down and the music blaring. 
 
    It was her least favorite time to drive—that time when dusk gives way to darkness, making things difficult, if not impossible, to see. 
 
    Things like deer… and cops. 
 
    In her short and rather… um… non-illustrious driving career, she'd already had run-ins with both. 
 
    The deer had totaled her father's Jeep. 
 
    And the cop, who'd cited her for "reckless driving," had launched her insurance rates into the stratosphere. 
 
    Strike two. 
 
    And she wasn't even old enough to buy a lottery ticket. 
 
    So, to prevent the umpire from telling her to beat it, and to avoid any more vehicle-related butt-chewings from her father, Hannah pulled her foot just slightly off the gas pedal as she picked up the chorus of her favorite song. 
 
    Better, she thought, glancing down at the speedometer. A cool six mph over the limit wasn't gonna hurt a thing. 
 
    She breathed in the rush of fresh air, a musky scent of pine instantly penetrating her senses. God, it smelled good this time of year. She sighed and let her gaze soak in the copper remnants of sunlight gradually fading behind the Rockies. 
 
    It had been a perfect day. 
 
    Well, almost perfect. 
 
    Just before leaving the lake, she'd convinced her friends to do a cannon ball with her. A grand finale, she'd told them, to end the night with a bang. 
 
    Oh, it had been a grand finale all right: she felt like a drowned rat. 
 
    Only afterwards did Hannah discover that someone had taken her towel. And by then, the bonfire was smoldering and people were already leaving. As she'd gotten into her vehicle, it hadn't taken a brain surgeon to tell her she was far more wet than dry. 
 
    Now, some fifteen miles later, the tank top and cutoffs she'd put on over her swimsuit were completely soaked through. Her hair hung in matted clumps, dripping onto her seat and the armrest beside her. And the floorboard beneath her flip flops felt like a child's wet sandbox. 
 
    Karma was making her pay for her spontaneity. 
 
    And, instead of drying her out, the air blowing into the car was giving her goose bumps. 
 
    A chill suddenly rippled through her body. 
 
    That was it. Hannah couldn't take it anymore. 
 
    She rolled up her window—it was one of those old crank-like things pretty much the equivalent of a mini exercise routine—as visions of a hot bath materialized in her mind. 
 
    At least she was almost home. 
 
    She turned down the road to Aspen Ridge Ranch. Tucked along the Florida River, not far outside of Durango, her family's ranch was one of the largest in all of Colorado. They raised beef and ran a successful breeding operation where Hannah's father sold award-winning bulls. And they had lots of horses—her dad always told her she'd been born riding one. Really, she couldn't imagine living anywhere else. 
 
    This time though, as the familiar structures took shape in the twilight, Hannah's fingers tightened around the steering wheel. 
 
    What the heck? 
 
    Bright lights were set up around their main barn. A dozen or so vehicles, and even more UTVs, were scattered around the area between her house and the outbuildings. Horses were tethered at various fence posts and trailers, most of them saddled with packs on… as if on standby. 
 
    But for what? 
 
    An assortment of thoughts darted in and out of her head, filling the stationary of her mind with an endless list of possibilities. 
 
    She skidded to a stop next to a ragtag group of pickups and opened the door to jump out, even before her Bronco had come to a complete standstill. 
 
    All around her, silhouettes of people, carrying an assortment of flashlights, bags, and ropes, were hustling along an expressway of commotion. Hannah felt a strange sort of tautness in the air, intensified by the obvious sense of urgency in the manner each person moved. 
 
    It was as if war had been declared in the vicinity of her house and an army base established around its perimeter, all in the few short hours since she'd been gone. 
 
    She slammed the car door shut and marched in the direction of the barn. After only a few strides though, she noticed someone headed toward her. Once the person got closer, she realized it was Stony Greely, her father's ranch manager. 
 
    But why was he coming out to meet her? He never did things like that. 
 
    He extended his arm out toward her, "Hannah, I thought that was you." 
 
    "Hey Stony. What in the world's going on?" 
 
    He briefly hesitated, and then told her to come with him, guiding her at the small of her back as they walked side-by-side. He said nothing for what seemed like forever as they headed away from the hub of activity, her question hanging in the silence between them like a trapeze artist suspended in the air. 
 
    Finally, Stony stopped and broke the silence. "Look, Hannah, I didn't want to worry you, so I didn't immediately call you, but your dad is missing." 
 
    "Missing?" Hannah froze. "What are you talking about?" 
 
    "He was supposed to be back around noon. But he never came home this afternoon, and no one's seen him." 
 
    "Did you try his cell?" 
 
    "Sure. Lots of times. But he's out of range, we're pretty certain." 
 
    Her heart was a quickening drumbeat as she caught the edge of her bottom lip. "What about GPS? Tracking him that way?" 
 
    "Already tried it. No read. He was supposed to be out on the southern line of the property mending fences today… well, you know how remote that area is…" 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    "And desolate," he added, "especially after the fire. But listen, I'm sure it's nothing to worry about. Your dad is about as rough and tumble as they get. And I have a hunch that his horse is probably lame—that's happened to me twice—and both times I had to hoof it the whole way home… I didn't even make it back until the next day." 
 
    "Yeah… I know things like that happen," she said softly. "It's just… hopefully, that's all it is." 
 
    Their eyes met, and he gave her a toothless grin. "I'm sure that's what happened, Hannah." 
 
    She looked away, her eyes swimming with emotion that had surfaced out of nowhere. She swallowed the lump in her throat and fought off the tears by blinking fast several times. "What's up with all of these people?" 
 
    "I've organized search parties. We're taking every precaution… just to make sure." 
 
    "So… what's the plan?" 
 
    "I'm sending out a few groups tonight and the rest in the morning." 
 
    Hannah shifted her mouth to one side of her face. She'd forgotten all about the hot bath. "What time are they leaving tonight?" 
 
    "Eleven-thirty." Stony pressed a button on his watch, illuminating a blue screen. "In about half an hour." 
 
    "Did you let my mom know?" 
 
    "Yeah, she knows." 
 
    "Is she coming home?" 
 
    He brushed his mustache with the back of his hand and avoided her gaze. "I doubt it." 
 
    "Yeah, me too," Hannah said dryly. She glanced at the barn and then back at him. "Well, I've got to go get ready." She made a move to leave, but Stony caught her arm. 
 
    "Ready? For what?" 
 
    "To go." 
 
    Stony lifted his cowboy hat just barely off from his forehead and placed his hands on top of her shoulders. "Hannah, you're not going." 
 
    She raised her chin along with her voice. "I most certainly am." 
 
    His face instantly hardened. "The hell you are." 
 
    "It's my dad out there." 
 
    "Yeah, and it's my ass on the line should something happen to you. The last thing I need is two people missing." 
 
    Her hands made their way to her hips, "But—" 
 
    He folded his arms. "Hannah, there are no 'buts'… I'm not arguing about this. It's not open for discussion." 
 
    She looked sideways, well aware of the fact that her father would have her hide if she didn't obey Stony. 
 
    She dropped her eyes to the ground and skimmed her flip flop along the surface of some rocks, searching for some sort of comeback. 
 
    But none would come. 
 
    Maybe because deep down… she knew he was right. 
 
    Stony had her cornered. 
 
    He knew it… and so did she. 
 
    "Fine, Stony," Hannah said, her eyes reflecting the ice-cold white of a nearby yard light, "have it your way." 
 
    * 
 
    Hannah glanced at the clock. It was two-thirty. And she still hadn't been asleep. She'd been tossing and turning non-stop. It was no use. She wasn't going to get any shut-eye tonight… that much was certain. 
 
    After her squabble with Stony some three and a half hours ago, she'd gone upstairs to her bedroom and had made an honest attempt to distract herself. 
 
    But it was no good. 
 
    The bath had nearly scalded her… her feet were still a deep shade of scarlet. 
 
    She'd tried to call her mom… she hadn't answered. 
 
    She'd texted Boone Grassle—her good friend from the neighboring ranch—but he hadn't responded. 
 
    And then as the reality of the situation began to set in, Hannah found herself riding on a yo-yo of emotions. One minute she felt anxious and the next she felt panicked. And now a Bunny Hill of crumpled up tissues was sitting on top of her nightstand. 
 
    Her father, Vance Bailey—the person she loved most in the world—was unaccounted for. 
 
    And here she was sitting around… waiting. 
 
    But for what? 
 
    Until when? 
 
    Restlessness crept in. 
 
    Patience had never been her strong point. 
 
    She needed to do something… her dad needed her. 
 
    This idleness was driving her batty. 
 
    Then, out of the blue, it suddenly hit her: no one would be mad at her, or could be mad at her, if she found her father… 
 
    And she was just as capable of finding him as anyone. 
 
    * 
 
    A little before three o'clock in the morning, Hannah did one last check of her backpack. 
 
    Good. Everything was there. She zipped it closed, turned off her lamp, and looked out of her bedroom window. Outside, the portable lights were now off, and there were no longer people mingling around. 
 
    Her gaze narrowed, and her jaw clammed shut. 
 
    It was Go Time. 
 
    She threw her backpack over her shoulder and headed downstairs. Marie, their family housekeeper and cook, had prepared sack lunches for the entire search crew. Hannah had spotted them earlier in the kitchen when she'd gone down for a midnight snack. She snatched a couple of the brown paper bags, grabbed several extra granola bars, and stuffed all of it into a plastic grocery sack just before slipping quietly out the back door. 
 
    Just beyond the fence surrounding her house, Hannah stopped and tilted her face to the sky, inhaling the brisk, night air, sweetened by hints of blueberry from her mother's rose bushes. Above her, diamonds sparkled from an overhead carpet of darkness as the bubble of a moon retreated across the heavens in a slow, protracted motion that seemed to hush even the passing of time. The serenity of the night was a lullaby to her nerves. 
 
    But strangely enough, only moments later, a switch flipped without warning deep inside of her, and the calmness was replaced by the off-beat screams and random gyrations of a heavy metal rock band rehearsing deep inside her belly. She absently pressed her hands against her stomach and exhaled loudly, and then ran her fingers along the arches of her ears to tuck away some loose strands of hair, before continuing on toward the outbuildings. 
 
    Inside the main barn, she rivaled the efficiency of her father's most trusted ranch hand. She filled her canteens. She prepped her horse, Zane. And she helped herself to one of the search and rescue packs—surely they wouldn't miss just one—securing it with a leather strap directly behind her saddle. 
 
    Finally, Hannah stopped to take inventory. After nearly a minute of rechecking her equipment and going through her mental checklist just one more time, she was satisfied. 
 
    Yep, she was ready… and now her entire body felt as if it were plugged into a light socket. 
 
    God, it felt good doing something instead of just sitting around with her teeth chattering like one of those silly cartoon characters. 
 
    She placed a note for Stony under a rock on top of the area map, grabbed hold of her horse's reins, and led him out into the night. 
 
    * 
 
    Searching in the moonlight was hard. Tedious. Lonely. 
 
    Every time Hannah started to feel weary or overwhelmed, she was quick to think of her father who was out there… somewhere. And alone. 
 
    Remembering him immediately sharpened her senses, made her more determined than ever to find him. 
 
    Then—even sooner than she expected—starbursts of gold began painting the blue of the eastern skyline. For a little while longer, she kept going… until she could no longer ignore the rumbling of her stomach and the screams from her bladder. 
 
    When she came up alongside a creek, Hannah finally stopped. She dismounted and retrieved a granola bar from one of her packs, munching on it while Zane got a drink. 
 
    It felt good to stretch her legs. And at least her eyeballs weren't floating anymore. 
 
    She'd always loved this time of day. Witnessing dawn in the solitude of nature was magical. Moving. A perpetually reborn moment of simple beauty. 
 
    Her thoughts turned to her father. He's out there somewhere, she told herself. There simply wasn't time to waste. She brushed the crumbs away from her mouth with the back of her hand as the previous sense of urgency swept over her body once again. She needed to get going. 
 
    As Hannah nestled back into her saddle, an unwavering resolve overcame her. 
 
    She was going to find her father. 
 
    And she could almost envision the moment when her arms would wrap tightly around him… 
 
    The vision, however, unexpectedly conjured up images of her mother. Hannah shook her head. Any normal mom would have been here for this, would have been out here searching. Maybe her mother had sent her a text, though—to check on her, make sure she was okay. By now, Stony almost certainly would have informed her mom that she was gone. She dug her cell phone out of her shirt pocket, half-surprised to see she still had service. 
 
    But there were no messages. 
 
    A feeling of loneliness crept in, but Hannah did her best to dismiss it. 
 
    Whatever. She had more important things to think about, especially today. And besides, she was used to it. 
 
    If someone could get used to such a thing. 
 
    * 
 
    About mid-afternoon—some fourteen hours after she departed—a pang of irritation lodged in Hannah's gut. Irritation at herself for being so defiant. And headstrong. Maybe she should have waited and gone with all of the others… 
 
    But then again, she wasn't so sure. She knew what she had to do. And being alone had never bothered her, especially with an animal at her side. At least this way she was free to move at her own pace, and she was certain she'd covered a lot more ground than she would have in a group. 
 
    She ballooned her cheeks, held her breath for a few seconds, and then let it out, the air vibrating over her lips in a snorting sound. That was it. She was officially finished with overanalyzing things. Sometimes it was better not to think too much about something which invariably led you back to where your thoughts had initially started. Sometimes there were no clear-cut answers, she finally decided. 
 
    Besides, there was no reversing course now. 
 
    Hannah pressed on. 
 
    An oversized shirt concealed her narrow waist and well-defined arms. Designer sunglasses veiled crystal eyes, bottomless like the waters of a high mountain lake. A long pony tail mimicked her horse's movements, its every swish and camber synchronized with the animal's gait, as if the two shared one heartbeat. 
 
    Since childhood, she'd been called striking, even beautiful, but she'd adopted boyish ways to downplay the comments and push away unwanted attention. 
 
    Hannah could tell she was approaching the part of their ranch recently hit by a forest fire. She paused just short of where green met gray, took off her sunglasses, and cupped her hand above her brow, scanning the area for any signs of him. 
 
    Steady streams of perspiration inched down and across her neck, and a general dampness seeped into her thighs from the sweat-soaked horse beneath her. It suddenly felt like time and the August heat had teamed up against her, proving a force she'd perhaps underestimated. Over the past few hours, her ballet posture had started sagging, her grip on the reins had steadily loosened, and her head had dropped in elevation. 
 
    It had been a long day. And it was going to get even longer if she didn't come across something soon. 
 
    What she sensed as the onset of exhaustion, the spirited horse took as opportunity. Without warning, the animal tensed—snorting and bobbing his head this way and that—and mockingly pranced in a half circle, a Darwinian test of two wills. 
 
    "Damn you, Zane," she scolded under her breath. She immediately choked up on the reins and whipped a loose end strap across his rump until he finally calmed down, his hooves kneading the ground in one place like a cat. 
 
    Hannah drew a long breath from her core and exhaled through clenched teeth. She certainly didn't need that right now. 
 
    Strangely enough, though, she all at once realized that the outburst had invigorated her. Given her a second wind. Probably because it had pissed her off. 
 
    Time to push on, she thought. 
 
    She entered the burned section. If she estimated correctly, the land before her straddled the Bailey and Grassle ranches at the southeastern corner. Since the fire, she hadn't ridden so far in this direction. She'd seen areas hit by wildfire before, but never something quite this severe. Forest already hit hard by beetle infestation, and made still worse by the drought of the last decade, had been decimated by the early summer fire. 
 
    Stony had been right—it looked like the surface of the moon. The place was barren… and a complete stillness made it feel eerie. Wrong. Like no one should even be here. 
 
    Hannah stopped, and all at once wished that she'd never come across it. 
 
    Death hung in every direction. Huge boulders were scattered everywhere as if some thousand years previous a gigantic meteor had exploded, sending chunks of granite tumbling in every direction. Before the fire, the rocks had probably been covered, hidden behind the greenery of dogwoods and willows. Now, they were like tombstones in nature's cemetery. 
 
    A funeral quiet blanketed the clearing, interrupted by a solitary bird that punctured the mountain-rimmed horizon. He circled above her and then coasted downward like a shooting star, eventually landing on top of one of the boulders. He lingered there only for a moment, pivoting his head right and then left, before lifting away and out of her sight. But not before he stared right at Hannah with his beady, obsidian eyes as if daring her to stay. 
 
    Even he sensed something wasn't right. 
 
    Hannah's brows dipped at the bridge of her nose, and her breaths became light, almost airy, as a yoke of uneasiness settled across her shoulders. Every muscle tensed with anticipation. She noticed a tremble in her extremities but fought against it by digging her feet into her stirrups and clasping her hands onto the horn of her saddle. 
 
    Suddenly, for the first time since she'd been out searching, every cell in her body was teeming with angst. 
 
    A sense of urgency engulfed Hannah, almost like a ticking time bomb inside of her had reached its final seconds before detonation. 
 
    Maybe it was the sweltering temperatures, maybe it was just intuition, but whatever it was sent her mind reeling with what ifs. Her chest tightened just at the thought of them. What if she found him dead? What if they never discovered him? What if… 
 
    No, Hannah said out loud. She wasn't going to do it. Wasn't going to give in to fear. 
 
    She inhaled slowly and dabbed away moisture from her face and throat. Her horse whinnied, and whisked his head sideways, looking at her with an anxious eye as if to say, "Let's go." She stroked his neck a few times, "I know, big guy," she cooed, "we'll find him." Just as soon as the words left her mouth though, she realized they were as much for her sake as his. She downed a few swigs of water and decided to move on. 
 
    Enough of this nonsense, she thought. It's just a weird place that's all. He's not here. 
 
    But right when Hannah shifted in her saddle, something dark, almost reddish caught her eye. Whatever it was moved near the peak of one of the boulders. 
 
    Adrenaline surged through her body. And a strange inner voice came out of nowhere, ricocheting across the labyrinth of her mind. 
 
    It's him. 
 
    She pushed the voice away. 
 
    The color was probably nothing, but she decided to check it out anyway. 
 
    Her tongue clicked, "tsk, tsk," and her heels dug into Zane's sides. Minutes seemed like hours as the horse finessed the minefield of rocks toward the flash of color some fifty yards away. 
 
    Faster, she commanded the animal, increasing the slack. There was no time to waste. 
 
    Maybe the voice was right, she thought, maybe he was nearby. 
 
    A glimpse of his familiar boots made Hannah jerk hard on the reins. And even before her horse had come fully to a stop, she'd sprung from her saddle and was racing toward the lifeless body. 
 
    As she ran, she called out to him. "Dad? Dad—I'm here… I've found you." 
 
    No response. 
 
    As she closed the distance between them, everything shifted into slow motion except for the sound of her heart, pounding deep inside her eardrums. 
 
    "Oh my God." Her jaw dropped as she saw the stick piercing through his chest. Globbed at its tip was congealed blood—it was the dark red color that had first caught her attention. 
 
    Her father's face was translucent, and his shirt was soaked in blood. 
 
    Once she was close enough to touch him, the words rolled off her tongue in a whisper. "Dad? Dad? Wake up… it's me, Hannah. I—I'm here. I'm right here with you." 
 
    She rejected the sudden urge to shake him and instead grabbed hold of his wrist. 
 
    Thank God, she exhaled, he's alive. 
 
    She pressed her palm onto his forehead. His skin was balmy, like condensation on a windowpane. 
 
    The touch—or maybe it was just her presence—finally stirred him. 
 
    Her father's eyes peeled open. Glazed and droopy, it was all he could do to keep them from closing. She was hazy, an out of focus camera lens. His tongue stumbled across parched lips. "Hanny. I—I had an accident. I'm… glad… you're here." Just speaking made him breathless. 
 
    "Me too, Dad. You just hang tight. We'll get you taken care of." She patted his shoulder. 
 
    Vance Bailey had bundled his jacket beneath his upper torso, situating his body at an angle to the ground, similar to the roofline of an A-frame cabin. Lying on his side, he discovered, was the only position that had afforded him some semblance of comfort. And the arm he'd nestled beneath him had done the trick: it had helped him to stay balanced and allowed him to keep a firm hold on the pocket watch. Just in case, he'd told himself. One could never be too careful. 
 
    No matter where he went, the pocket watch always went with him. He was glad he'd gotten into the habit of taking it along. It was his security, his peace of mind… 
 
    Hell, who was he kidding, it was his lifeline. And right now, more than ever, it had helped keep him calm until someone arrived. 
 
    Hannah surveyed the situation. A stick—or, more precisely, a substantial sized branch—had skewered her father's chest cavity, and the bloody, penetrating end stood victorious as if declaring itself a natural appendage to his body. The branch could have easily sliced through his vital organs or critical vessels, but she knew—mostly thanks to ER TV—that things typically remained stable while the branch stayed in place. Removing it was when complications usually arose. 
 
    She kneeled in front of her father. His eyes perked up at the sight of her, but his ashen skin-tone raised more red flags in the back of her mind. She touched the gravelly stubble of his chin. "I'm here, Dad. I've found you. Everything's going to be alright." 
 
    Although she said the words to comfort him, something inside of her—that same nagging voice in the back of her head—told her it was serious. She swiftly dismissed the thought and told herself not to be dramatic. After all, this was her dad… the big, invincible, burly rancher well-known for hundreds of miles in any direction. He was tougher than nails, stronger than bison, and more stubborn than a mule. At least, that's what he always claimed. 
 
    Nothing is going to happen to him, she told herself. 
 
    But something already has, the voice murmured back. 
 
    "Hanny, is that you?" He sounded feeble. 
 
    "Yes, Dad, it's me." 
 
    Determined to raise himself up into a respectable position, Vance extended his other arm out for balance. Despite mustering all of his strength though, his attempt was futile. Hannah could see he wasn't going anywhere. 
 
    "I think it's best if you stay right here," she said, gently guiding him back down to the ground. "Until help comes." She looked away and, as she did, tears flooded her eyes. It was all she could do to contain them. Stop being a baby, she admonished to herself. The last thing he needs is to see you cry, the voice said. She swiped the tears away with her fingers. "I'm here, Dad, I'm here. I—I never thought I'd find you. We've been looking since daylight, and some even started before. Are you okay? Do you—do you need anything?" 
 
    He shook his head. "Nothing, honey. Please, just stay with me." He attempted a smile, but it was more of a grimace. 
 
    "What happened?" she asked. 
 
    "It was… it happened fast." His gaze went disturbingly through her, like she was invisible. "A rattler. It spooked Traveler." Hannah knew this was rattlesnake country. Even a veteran horse could react badly if caught off guard. "He bucked a few times—" 
 
    Violent coughs interrupted him, each one shaking his entire body like a convulsion. It had to be nearly a minute before he could continue. 
 
    "—I, I think I rode out the first couple, but then he tossed me. I landed straight on a branch. Ever since, I've just been trying to get comfortable. Do you have… water?" 
 
    "Yep. Hold on." 
 
    She ran back to her horse for her canteen and returned to him breathless. She held the silver container while he drank from it. 
 
    "Where did the branch come from?" she asked. 
 
    He motioned his head in the direction of a downed pine tree that had to be nearly a century old. Various sized branches, most tapered at the ends, jetted out from the fallen log like sharpened pencils. "It broke when I landed on it. Then I hobbled over here. For cover. I looked for my cell, but it was shattered." 
 
    She followed his gaze to the base of a nearby boulder where pieces of the phone lay scattered in its shadow. No wonder they couldn't trace his location. 
 
    "Are you having any trouble breathing?" 
 
    His eyes closed briefly, as if ashamed to admit it. "Maybe a little." 
 
    In a low tone, she had to ask, "Are you going to be okay, Dad?" 
 
    He strained a smile and did his best attempt at his normal tone of voice. "Of course I am darlin'. I've seen lots worse back in my rodeo days." 
 
    Vance didn't want to frighten her. But he was lying through his teeth. He knew it was serious. More than he even cared to admit to himself. 
 
    Hannah squatted next to him. For the first time, she noticed the branch pulsing in rhythm with his heart. She grabbed his hand. It was cold and clammy. She brought it to her heart, clutching it close to her and wrapping both of hers tightly around it. Unruly tears escaped down her cheeks. She absorbed them with the crook of her elbow. 
 
    Get control, she reminded herself, calm and upbeat… otherwise you're useless. Everything will be okay, she repeated in her mind, Dad even said so. 
 
    His mumbling interrupted her thoughts. "Need… get to hospital." 
 
    Help. What was she thinking? The few minutes she'd been talking to him should have been spent getting help. She'd just needed to know if he were okay, needed to know it wasn't as bad as it appeared to be. Now, though, she had to act quickly and get help while there was still daylight. She had no idea how long it would take the others to reach them. 
 
    Action replaced conversation. Her mind went into overdrive. Of course, her cell phone. She grabbed it from her pocket. No bars. No service. 
 
    She scanned her surroundings and looked for signs of the others. 
 
    But there was nothing. Not a single soul was in sight. 
 
    Maybe she shouldn't have done this by herself. 
 
    No way, she reasoned, she was the one who had found him. No one else could say that. 
 
    Her pulse throbbed all the way into her temples. She had to think of a way out. Had to think of a solution. 
 
    "Wait. I have a radio." She said it out loud. Until now, she'd forgotten it was in the search and rescue pack. 
 
    "Dad, I've got to reach someone on the radio. I'll be right back." 
 
    He said something that sounded like uh-huh. 
 
    She pecked his cheek before leaving his side and then ran to the packs on her horse, rummaging inside the largest one for the walkie-talkie. She was thankful she'd learned how to use one in training to be a camp counselor. 
 
    "Durango Rescue, this is Hannah Bailey. I've found Vance Bailey. Over." 
 
    No one answered. 
 
    By the eleventh attempt, she was getting desperate. What if she couldn't reach anyone? What if no one would learn where they were? She couldn't leave her father here alone. 
 
    She had to reach someone… 
 
    Finally, after what seemed like hours of trying, she heard a thick male voice crackling through the static. 
 
    "Copy that, Hannah Bailey. This is Bill Ronkling, Durango Search and Rescue. We hear you. What is his condition? Over." 
 
    Her heart practically leaped from her chest. "Copy. Copy. Yes, yes, I am here. Oh my gosh, I'm so glad you answered." Then she remembered Bill's question. "His condition is not good. I repeat, his condition is bad. He has a branch through his chest near his heart. And trouble breathing." She paused, forcing herself to say the words. "I think it's really serious. Over." 
 
    "Copy that. Read us your coordinates. Over." 
 
    This time it took her six tries to get through the muddle before the man on the receiving end finally read the coordinates back to her correctly. They were clearly pushing the boundaries of the radio's capabilities. 
 
    "Copy," he told her. "We estimate it will take around thirty minutes to reach you. Chopper may be there before anyone. Over." 
 
    She nodded as they relayed the information. "Copy. Please, hurry. Over." 
 
    A glimmer of hope flowed through her veins. Everything will be okay, she assured herself. 
 
    "Copy. That's affirmative. Over and out." 
 
    Hannah raced back to her father only to find his condition had worsened. His breathing was raspy and shallow, and his eyes had a hollow look to them, almost like they saw into another world. She staved off a real sense of panic. 
 
    "Help is on the way, Dad. They'll be here real soon. Just hold on a little while longer." 
 
    He nodded almost imperceptibly. She could tell he was getting weaker with each passing moment. 
 
    She raked his thick and silvery hair and used the sleeve of her shirt to dry his forehead. She rubbed her thumb along the back of his leathery hand in a soothing, circular motion. Periodically, his eyelids opened, and when they did, the effort seemed to exhaust him. 
 
    "Let me do the talking." She smiled. "It'll keep you distracted." 
 
    Hannah kept the one-way conversation light and cheery. She talked about how much she loved driving the old Ford Bronco that had been his, revealing how she'd once even gotten it up to 75 mph. 
 
    Shame on you, he mouthed admonishingly. Secretly though, he loved that she was a daredevil. She reminded him of himself when he was younger. 
 
    She told him about a blind kitten at the veterinary clinic she worked at, and how she had matched it up with a young deaf girl who had immediately fallen in love with it. 
 
    She reminisced about their last trip to Yellowstone National Park and how much fun it had been to see Old Faithful and all of the different wild animals. 
 
    She chatted about anything that struck her as interesting just to pass the time. 
 
    But time moved slow. Too slow. The world around her became distant and fuzzy, and it seemed to her after a while like she was in the middle of a dream. Hannah caught herself wondering more than once whether this was really happening or if it was just a figment of her imagination. She prayed this was just a dream—something she'd wake up from feeling frightened, but then walk downstairs to find her father sipping his Chococoffee, like on any other morning. It was his special drink, a blend of coffee and powdered hot chocolate mix. 
 
    About ten minutes had passed since she'd alerted the authorities when her father's feint voice called out to her. 
 
    "Hannah, I—I hope you know how much I love you." He gripped her hand tightly. "I just want to tell you some things—" 
 
    Scared by what he was implying, she broke him off. Her voice carried a frantic edge. "Dad, don't you do this. Don't you start saying good-byes. I can't live without you. You—you can't leave me." She started pleading. A terrified heaviness sank into her heart as she began to shiver. This could not be happening. Not after finding him still alive. Please God, she prayed, don't take him from me. "Dad, try, please try. They'll be here in just a few minutes. You've got to fight. Fight hard." 
 
    His commanding presence had shriveled and faded—almost like he'd grown old right in front of her. She noticed, perhaps for the first time, crevices at the corners of his eyes and mouth and a certain amount of frailty that had never been there before. 
 
    Emotion gushed out of Vance's steel-blue eyes. Time had run out for him. Even after all of these years, he still hadn't told Hannah everything he'd always meant to. Not in a hundred lifetimes, would he ever have imagined his life ending this way. And knowing, as he did, that Hannah would have to see it all just about made him hyperventilate. 
 
    His breaths became choppy, stunted by the overwhelming knowledge that his life hung in the balance. "—I, I don't know, Hannah. I just, I just love you so much. There are… reasons why you and your mom don't always see eye to eye. It's complicated. And I know we've had our differences too, but I do love her. There's just so much I've wanted to tell you, so many things you should know—things that I should have told you about, but I was waiting for just the right—" 
 
    Hannah was growing impatient, even angry. Lately, she'd sensed something going on between her mom and dad. Things had been even worse than usual. But it wasn't like the contention was anything new. She couldn't ever really remember them getting along. Now though, he needed to focus on staying alive… he'd didn't need to be worrying about her mom. Why wouldn't he try harder? Be strong for just a little bit longer. "Dad, just hold on." 
 
    Sounds of a helicopter echoed in the distance. She started to sob, and she squeezed her words in between the heaves of anguish. "I hear them! Dad, they're coming. Please, Dad, please, hang on… for just a couple more minutes. Will yourself to stay awake." 
 
    Both of her hands clutched around his outstretched one. She scooted beneath him so his head could rest in her lap, holding him just as he'd held her so many times as a child. She couldn't get close enough. 
 
    "That's nice," he muttered. "Please, stay with me. Stay close. Put your hands on my face." 
 
    She loosened one of her hands from his grip and put it on one side of his face. He leaned into the touch. "I'm here, Dad. I'm not going anywhere. I'll always be here, I promise." 
 
    He looked up. The sadness he saw in her eyes was overwhelming. "Hannah, you've always been the center of my world. Ever since you came to us, there's no one I've loved more. Always know how much I love you. Never forget that." 
 
    The tears came like rain in a thunderstorm. Hard. Fast. Uncontrollable. She nodded from behind their curtain, unable to talk. 
 
    He continued in the voice of a child. "The locket, Hannah, it's yours." 
 
    She thought he was hallucinating. "Lock? What lock?" 
 
    He repeated it, louder this time, and more clearly. "Locket." 
 
    "What are you talking about?" She gave him a disgusted look. Here he was ranting about some stupid locket when he should have been focused on staying alive. She had no clue what he was even talking about. 
 
    "The locket… it's for me to stay with you. I am w-with you. Love you. I didn't want it to happen this way…" 
 
    "Then don't let it! Dad, I know you can hold on, I know you can do it. Be strong… get mad if you have to." 
 
    His tone became mystical. "All of these years, Hannah, I've been protecting you. Now, you'll be all alone. Follow your gut. Your instinct." His eyes became swirling kaleidoscopes of wild fury, "Hannah, don't trust anyone." 
 
    Her face contorted in a mixture of confusion and disgust. What the hell was he talking about? She opened her mouth to respond, but then all of a sudden, she could tell he was fading. And then his eyes seemed to roll into the back of his head. 
 
    Her voice carried an edge that teetered between screaming and crying. "Dad… Daddy, stay with me! Don't leave me! Please hold on. Please don't go." She was desperate. 
 
    His hand went limp in hers, and his words were suddenly raspy, almost incoherent, until he lifted his head with his final ounce of energy and looked deep into her eyes. 
 
    "Hannah… you… you don't understand," he gasped for breath, "you're… in danger—" 
 
    His gaze then dropped from hers, and his head became deadweight in her hands. Color drained from his face. 
 
    A guttural sound of agony roared from her body's center. She felt like an animal fighting for survival. "No! Dad, no! Don't leave me! I love you… I need you! Please, Dad, no!" 
 
    She cradled him in her arms. Anything to get him to come back to her. 
 
    But he was gone. 
 
    And gone with him was the silver pocket watch. It disappeared with his final breath. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 2—BATTLE 
 
    Hannah stood naked at her bedroom window, her long, black hair dripping water on the floor below her. Her shoulders hunched over with the weight of despair and heaves of sobs took over her body like an exorcism of sadness, until finally her knees crumbled, and she yielded to the floor in bitter agony. 
 
    At last, after what felt like hours later, she got up. It was moments like these, in the wake of grief's hold, when she cursed herself for still living. Now, all too often, she felt like she didn't have the strength to go on. Or maybe it wasn't the will to live. Probably both were true. Before, she'd never given a thought as to what life would be like without her father. He'd always been there, and now she realized she'd taken for granted the fact that he always would be. They had always been extremely close. Especially with her mom so often away, Hannah had sometimes felt like he'd been her only real parent. 
 
    On this day—like every other since his passing—the reality of life without him overwhelmed her. 
 
    A dull, hazy mist blanketed her eyes, followed by a bone-aching cold that spread throughout her body. Then, the cold gave way to trembling. She knew it was the reality of the day setting in. A single teardrop balanced at the top of her cheekbone. Instead of wiping it away, she let it stay there as a reminder of him. Deep down, she knew that was why she stared out the window. She was looking for her dad, waiting for some trace of him to reappear… but none ever would again. 
 
    She'd live the rest of her life without him because he was dead. 
 
    Even thinking the word compressed her lungs and made it difficult to breathe. 
 
    Less than a week ago, her life had been normal. 
 
    Now, she had no idea what the word even meant. 
 
    It was like Earth without the sun. 
 
    Daybreak without sunrise. 
 
    Dusk without stars… 
 
    Hannah felt like screaming, but what good would it do? She cried all of the time, and it continually zapped her energy and depleted her desire to live. She had to force herself to do even the smallest tasks. Eating exhausted her, and sleeping only made her want to slip away into another world and never return. 
 
    What she wanted more than anything—what she longed for, actually ached for—was her old life back. And she would do anything to have her father with her again. 
 
    A big part of her wanted to escape from everything. But how could she? How could she leave the only home she'd ever known? And if she were to go away, where would she go? What would she do? 
 
    She couldn't even begin to forget the final moments with her father… they haunted her, both day and night. Even now, she could feel the texture of her father's hand in hers, and see the life draining away from his rugged face. 
 
    Like a vicious circle, she relived the scene over and over, in her daily thoughts and nightly dreams. If only she'd acted quicker and radioed for help sooner… 
 
    * 
 
    Behind her, the bedroom door creaked open, temporarily stalling her whirlwind of thoughts. 
 
    Hannah didn't move. 
 
    Her mother paused inside the doorway. She frowned and bit the insides of her cheeks. 
 
    Well, this was certainly a new one… she hadn't seen her daughter without clothes on for probably a good decade. She cleared her throat. 
 
    Hannah didn't flinch. 
 
    Jackie Bailey huffed out a breath similar to the abbreviated whine of a seventh-grader, before crossing the room in short order, her three-inch heels click-clicking, like a metronome set to presto. 
 
    Clearly more games were on the menu for the day. 
 
    Now that her husband was no longer here to referee, the games were all too frequent. And not to mention incredibly bothersome. She understood the necessity of grieving, and she knew the healing process would require time, but this was taking it to a whole other level. Hannah's incessant wallowing in self-pity was like sandpaper rubbing against her skin. Vance had always known exactly how to comfort Hannah when she was hurt, how to make her happy when she was sad. But now that he was gone, she found herself continually chafed at what she classified as overly dramatic behavior. 
 
    Jackie stopped at her daughter's side with flawless posture, elbows at her sides, and the tips of her fingers formed perfectly into a steeple in front of her. 
 
    "Hannah," she said in a low, measured tone, "we have to leave in less than two hours. Why are you standing there butt-naked at the window?" 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Jackie took the towel from Hannah's bed and shoved it in front of her daughter. "Put this around you. One of the ranch hands is going to see—" Suddenly, her eyes drifted downward and, as they did, her arms extended outward like an evangelical preacher's come-to-Jesus moment, "—Oh my heavens, for goodness sake, Hannah, look at this watery mess you're making on my hardwood floors!" She grabbed Hannah's waist and thrust her to the side of the puddle. "Get a towel, quick… you know this isn't good for my floors." 
 
    The last thing Hannah needed was to be ordered around by her mother, particularly about trivial things, and especially on the day of her father's funeral. So, she simply solved the problem the best way she knew how. She let the towel around her drop to the floor and used her foot to slide it over the liquid. And she did it with not so much as a glance in her mother's direction. 
 
    Hannah smiled inside. It pleased her knowing it would further exasperate her mother. 
 
    Jackie scowled. The time for patience and kindness was over. She was tired of these games, tired of Hannah's constant rebellion. If only her father were here—he always knew how to control her. 
 
    "For Pete's sake, girl," she shouted, "get some clothes on. You aren't twelve anymore, you're seventeen—practically a grown woman. So act like it. And," she said, coming to within inches of Hannah's face, "there will be a press conference right after the funeral, and I hope you know better than to do anything rash or foolish that would tarnish our family name." 
 
    "You mean hurt your political career," Hannah retorted, looking right at her mother. 
 
    Jackie resisted the temptation to slap her. Instead, she closed her eyes, inhaling and exhaling slowly like she'd practiced in Yoga, and reminded herself of the trauma her daughter had been through. Still, she reasoned as her eyes snapped open, it didn't give Hannah free license to say whatever she wanted. She'd begun to sense she was losing her. Not that they'd ever been particularly close anyway, but things were getting worse by the day, by the hour. 
 
    Her husband's absence had left her peddling along a continuous cycle of confrontation. She felt like one of those hamsters on an exercise wheel—only this one had no exit door. 
 
    "Don't use that tone with me, young lady. I have worked very hard to get to the position I'm in, and I am not going to let a spoiled, selfish child ruin it for me." 
 
    Jackie began pacing the room. After several laps, she'd gathered her composure and retooled her demeanor for another approach. As a politician, she knew the value of appealing to the emotional side of an issue. 
 
    This time though, she moved to her daughter with outstretched arms and placed them on her shoulders, guiding her firmly toward the bed where they sat down facing one another. 
 
    Hannah's gaze stayed low. 
 
    Jackie tilted her chin up to face her. 
 
    "Look at me, Hannah." 
 
    Her eyes didn't budge. 
 
    "Hannah, please." 
 
    She slowly lifted them. 
 
    "You know your father wouldn't want you to be miserable like this, Hannah. Please, do this for him today. Do him proud. And please be ready on time." 
 
    Jackie stood and touched her daughter's face. 
 
    For a blink of a moment, Hannah thought her mother might hold her. 
 
    But Jackie didn't. She picked up the towel that lay rumpled on the floor, set it next to Hannah, and started to leave. 
 
    "And don't," her mom spun around, "even think about wearing that gunnysack dress you wore to the viewing the other night. That thing needs to be cut up into rags." 
 
    * 
 
    The clock read a quarter to eleven. The funeral was at noon, but there were arrangements needing finalized and details requiring attention to prior to the service. 
 
    Jackie waited in the front hallway and checked her emails on her phone. She had several messages marked urgent, each of them probably related to the current economic catastrophe. The recent stock market crash had been devastating… for so many Americans. Some were already labeling it the worst in US history. And the fact that it had happened in this year of all years—2029—exactly one hundred years after the great crash of 1929—was more than ironic. It was disturbing… almost as if forecasting a coming storm. Dealing with the crisis had certainly been storm enough for her, to say the least, especially when combined with everything else she was involved in. 
 
    She changed screens to see the time and then shouted up the banister, "Hannah, let's go. We can't be late." 
 
    At the foyer mirror, Senator Bailey checked her appearance. She was always careful before stepping out in public. One wrong outfit and she might land on the list of America's Worst Dressed. 
 
    She was busy combating a fly-away hair when a reflection in the corner of the mirror caused her blood pressure to skyrocket. 
 
    Black, snakeskin cowboy boots were making their way down the stairs. Jackie instantly felt color rush into her cheeks. She glared. Hannah always knew which buttons to push. It was like she got some thrill out of it. Well, this time she wasn't going to get away with it. This time, Jackie was furious. 
 
    She spun around fast, losing the battle with the fly-away hair. It was all Hannah could do not to giggle. For some reason, making her mother mad amused her. It always had. When her father was alive, he would often have to go into another room so Jackie wouldn't see him chuckling at some antic Hannah had pulled. 
 
    "What in heaven's name do you think you're doing? This isn't some rodeo… this is your father's funeral. And might I remind you that he was a very respected man, not to mention the fact that I hold a high position in the US Senate, so I suggest you march yourself right back up those stairs, young lady, and take off those hideous boots and change into some proper shoes." 
 
    A mad clown, Hannah thought with a devilish grin. That's what she looks like. And the glaring made it even worse. So did the smudge of lipstick that had, in the outburst, suctioned squarely onto her mother's front tooth. It looked absolutely hilarious. This was from someone who rarely had a hair out of place, let alone a renegade dab of makeup or lipstick. And besides, there was a permasmile on her mother's face nowadays, regardless of her emotion. 
 
    Numerous rounds of "work," as Jackie had discreetly called the plastic surgery and Botox, had taken its toll. Hannah often wondered why her mother hadn't realized the work wasn't "working." It made her look… well, like a mad clown. Wait, thought Hannah, her mother didn't look like a mad clown—she looked like a psycho clown. 
 
    The sudden vision of a clown at a circus, with bulging eyes and a knife in each hand, made Hannah all at once burst out laughing. It was the first time she'd laughed since her father had died, and the hysterical feeling intensified to the point where she was practically crying. She couldn't even stop it. It was like a dam of uncontrollable emotions had let loose all at once. 
 
    Naturally, the laughing only made her mother more angry and irritated. And when Hannah didn't stop, Jackie's anger grew to pure disgust. 
 
    "And why are you laughing?" she asked as she shook her head. "My goodness, I am not sure what goes through your head sometimes. I'm glad your father understood you because I sure don't." 
 
    The words cut through Hannah like a knife, stopping her bout of amusement almost as quickly as it had started. Her face grew pale. 
 
    It was true Hannah and Vance had always shared a special bond which Jackie had never been a part of. She knew what her mom said was right, but to hear her say it—to her face, out loud—was worse than a million slaps. 
 
    No one understood her anymore. She was sure her mother practically despised her. 
 
    She felt so alone. And she had no one to turn to for comfort. 
 
    "I mean it, Hannah, get upstairs and change your shoes." 
 
    Hannah began to cry. Uncontrollably. Angrily, she wiped the tears away, not wanting to feel yet another tidal wave of pain. But it came, like it always did now, enveloping her in a cloak of sadness she didn't have the willpower to fight, nor the strength to stop. She couldn't help but wonder, as she frequently had of late, whether she would ever regain control over the tears that seemed to stream endlessly in the days since he'd left her. 
 
    Jackie held her. It was all she could do. She wasn't the affectionate type, but she sometimes made an exception. Affection spelled weakness, she believed, both in the giver and the taker. Still, Hannah needed someone. And now that Vance was gone, she was the only real family her daughter had left. 
 
    Yet even though Jackie was there, Hannah never really felt like she was there for her. 
 
    While in her mother's arms, Hannah was well aware of the fact that Jackie didn't shed a tear. 
 
    It wasn't like you saw in the movies where the family joined together in collective anguish after the death of a loved one. 
 
    Not once had she seen her mother cry since her father's death. 
 
    When she'd finally collected herself, Hannah attempted to explain. "Mom, you don't understand. I didn't wear the boots to make you mad. I wore them because they reminded me of Dad. Don't you remember? He brought these back for me from Australia." 
 
    Her mother spoke softly. "No, I didn't remember." She shrugged. "I guess I'd forgotten." More than anything, Jackie just wanted this miserable day over with so she could move on with her life. She was so tired of the memories, so tired of the ongoing battle with Hannah which had exhausted her. And she was especially tired of this godforsaken ranch. She couldn't wait to get out of this hellhole. Once I'm away from here, she told herself, things will get better. My new life will start… 
 
    Just the thought of a new beginning instantly invigorated her. She dug deep. "Wear them, if you like, Hannah. If they make you feel better." She forged a smile. "Now go upstairs and freshen up—quickly. We've got to get going." 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 3—FUNERAL 
 
    Gloomy, circling clouds hung over a dreary midday sky that randomly shifted from shades of gray to hues of dark blue. Tall, majestic pine trees surrounded the cemetery, offset by groves of linen-white aspen whose delicate, quarter-sized leaves fluttered at even the slightest hint of a breeze. 
 
    Moisture from the previous night had cast a fresh, almost glistening, appearance on the landscape, magnifying the natural beauty of the setting like a varnish enhances wood. Greenery was crisp and vibrant, blues melded into varying tints of violet and periwinkle, and everywhere a gentle wind nudged around the earthy aroma of rain-dampened soil. 
 
    Hannah stood motionless beside her father's casket, oblivious to everything around her. She didn't hear the two squirrels frolicking in the pine boughs above her, didn't see the pink and lavender Lupine blossoming along the fringe of a nearby marsh. The world was lifeless, meaningless, empty… all color turned black and white. No amount of worldly beauty could disarm her from the grief occupying her soul. All that registered in her mind was the fact that the wooden box in front of her held the lifeless body of her father. 
 
    As the minister began his sermon, a surreal sense of numbness took over her body, and her thoughts drifted away to her childhood, far removed from the reality set before her. 
 
    Memories of her father replayed in her head, set to the timeless hymnals being sung around her. She remembered the time as a little girl when she'd broken her arm while climbing a tree; to cheer her, he'd bought Hannah a pink Hello Kitty purse, complete with a long, rhinestone strap. It had delighted her to no end. She'd used the little purse for years, carrying it to the grocery store with her mother, storing money and chapstick and other important items to have at her disposal. After all of these years, she still had it. 
 
    Then there was her thirteenth birthday, probably the most memorable one, when he'd surprised her with a horse—a stunning black colt she'd named Zane. Four years had passed since then, and she still rode him frequently and tended to him faithfully. He'd been the horse she'd ridden on the search and rescue mission. It all at once occurred to Hannah that Zane was one of the final links she had to her father. She was instantly filled with a need to see him and touch him. She made a mental note to go to him right when she got home. 
 
    And then suddenly her lips formed a hard, straight line as recollections of the final moments with her father pierced into her mind. Why did her father have to die? Why had he left her? Abandoned her? How could he do this? 
 
    Her arms wrapped around her midsection. He'd left her standing here in pure agony. Alone. Devastated. 
 
    Toward the end, her father had almost acted like a lunatic. Probably because he'd lost a lot of blood. Still though, the things he'd said to her had been strange, disturbing… almost mysterious. She'd already had several wild dreams about some of the stuff he'd mentioned. Like mumbling something about some sort of locket. She had no idea what he'd even been talking about. 
 
    And what had he meant about her being in danger? Danger? Seriously? From who? Her mom who cared more about her waistline? Not likely. Besides, she'd always been perfectly capable of taking care of herself, thank you very much. 
 
    Then, there was the part about not trusting anyone. Who was there not to trust? Most of the people around her she'd known her entire life… they were like family. None of it made any sense… 
 
    A rumble of thunder interrupted Hannah's thoughts. She glanced up and saw a bolt of lightning in the distance, beyond a ridge of mountains to the west. 
 
    The loud noise and bright flash made her cognizant, for the first time, of the people gathered around her. 
 
    Hannah's mother stood next to her wearing a hat raided from the Royal Family's chest of drawers. It was an architectural nightmare, with odd angles and multiple levels, and it was topped with what she supposed was meant to be some sort of a feather, but instead looked more like a wad of broken guitar strings. Hannah had half a mind to yank it from her head. Only her mother, she thought disgustedly, would wear such a ridiculous thing. 
 
    Stony Greely was on the other side of Hannah wearing pressed jeans, a blazer with elbow patches, and a bolo tie. As the longtime ranch manager, he was sixty-something but worked like he was half that age. His legs were bowed from a life spent on horseback, and his soft-spoken mannerisms were often mistaken for backwardness. Since the day her father had died, Hannah had still never seen him cry. She wondered if he'd ever cried alone like she had. 
 
    Right then, as if reading her mind, he caught her looking at him… 
 
    Stony let his eyes drift away, but his thoughts stayed with her. He'd always considered Hannah the closest thing he had to a daughter. That girl. She really was something. And boy, did she have gumption. When she'd gone out to search for her father against his wishes, he'd been angry… but not particularly surprised. Shoot, he would've probably done the same thing in her shoes. But, she'd paid a heavy price. Ever since that day, the spirit and fire he so loved about her was gone. Vanished. She'd resembled a walking corpse, almost to the point where it was kind of scary. He could only hope she'd soon regain her moxie, her zest for life. He exhaled softly. Only time would tell… 
 
    On the other side of her mother was Marie Cahill, a sort of cross between grandmother and aunt to Hannah. Marie's double-decker arms had always kept Hannah well-supplied with hugs and her plump, pear-shaped body, softened by continuous batches of cookies, was held up by a set of twigs that reminded Hannah of those on Mr. Potato Head. She had her own quarters in the main house and kept all the domestic duties in order, especially when Jackie was away. 
 
    Virtually every memory Hannah had of Marie was, in some way or another, soft and sweet. 
 
    Today though, Mrs. Potato Head just so happened to be single-handedly keeping the tissue industry in business. She'd been crying and huffing and puffing throughout the entire service. And, at the moment, Hannah could hardly hear what the minister was saying because Marie was in the middle of a blow-fest that sounded like a vacuum cleaner on overdrive. 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Hannah saw her mom shove another box of tissues in front of Marie and hiss "Shh," as inconspicuously as possible under her breath. 
 
    Poor Marie, Hannah thought. She'd always been sentimental. 
 
    From almost out of nowhere, an arm wrapped around Hannah's shoulders. It was Stony offering the closing prayer. Flash floods immediately poured down past her sunglasses, a few of them cresting above the ridges of her lips and diving deep into the crevices of her mouth. They were the now-familiar taste of sorrow. 
 
    This time though, they made her angry and irritated. At Stony. 
 
    Why had he touched her? She'd been fine all the way up to this point and hadn't cried at all until now. Why had he felt the need to put his arm around her? 
 
    She hadn't wanted this. She'd promised herself she wouldn't cry in front of everyone. 
 
    As he prayed into the microphone, Hannah wiggled free from his grasp as discreetly as she could manage. 
 
    Then, as Stony finished, the minister motioned to her. It was time. 
 
    Hannah's body moved as if she were watching herself from a distance, her legs stepping forward without her mind even willing them. She trembled as she laid the single white rose on top of the casket, her hand briefly touching its shell before falling back to her side. 
 
    Stony and Marie exchanged worried glances. 
 
    Marie shook her head. She'd never seen someone so devastated. All of the life had been instantly zapped from the child. It took all the willpower she had to stop herself from going up to Hannah right this very second and wrapping her arms around her. And that pitiful mother of hers… sometimes Marie wasn't even certain Senator Bailey knew the meaning of the word "mother"… 
 
    For Hannah, there was nothing more to say, nothing left to feel. 
 
    She had no idea someone was watching her. 
 
    * 
 
    Sicarius was situated on the outskirts of the sea of black, a cougar with a perfect sightline to scout his prey. He was close enough to see the mole on her face, the twitching of her lips every so often. His height gave him a certain advantage in these types of circumstances. He always knew how to maximize his assets. 
 
    Hannah moved past him now, in the direction of the limousine awaiting her. 
 
    But as she drifted by, her smell lingered. 
 
    A familiar fragrance of lavender and eucalyptus hovered over Sicarius, wrapping him in an invisible cloak of far away memories. 
 
    His eyebrows suddenly furrowed. The scent was unexpected… and unusually… captivating. 
 
    Familiar. 
 
    The smell stirred memories of something… 
 
    Then, it came to him. 
 
    It was something very precious. 
 
    Something lost… long ago. 
 
    The smell reminded him of his mother. 
 
    But no. It couldn't be. It wasn't possible. They were absolutely nothing alike. 
 
    He dismissed the sudden ache as if turning off a faucet and immediately replaced it with fury… rage. 
 
    Vengeance from within reared its ugly head once again, a vow of revenge he would soon take the ultimate pleasure in fulfilling… 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 4—WASHINGTON DC 
 
    "Come on, there's no sense in arguing about it. I've got some unexpected meetings I have to be at. And I've already got you a plane ticket." 
 
    "But I'd rather stay here." 
 
    "And do what? Mope?" 
 
    "No." Hannah's voice sounded hollow through the six panel door. "I'll get stuff ready for school. Maybe go to Denver with Eliza. Do some shopping." 
 
    "You haven't even talked to anyone since the funeral." She paused. "It's been three days, Hannah… and you've hardly been out of your room. There's no way you're going to all of a sudden become Miss Social Butterfly while I'm gone." 
 
    "How do you know?" 
 
    "Because I know you." 
 
    Hannah didn't respond. 
 
    Her mother's voice deepened, and she knocked at the door once more. "Please, Hannah, let me in." 
 
    After several seconds, Jackie heard a pitter-patter sound on the floor, followed by a click-click, and then more pitter-patters. 
 
    Jackie hesitated before going in. 
 
    Marie had told her to go on to DC without Hannah, had insisted they would be just fine by themselves. But the guilt she'd felt over the whole thing had caused her not to sleep a wink last night. Of course, she would have rather gone by herself, but she supposed she ought to take her daughter just to make sure she wouldn't do anything crazy or drastic. She had been worried about her… she'd seemed awfully depressed and listless, and she wasn't at all her cheery, happy-go-lucky self. Besides, she tilted her head, it was very likely that the press would make her out to seem heartless if she ventured out of the nest this early without her grieving young chickling. Yes, she needed to do this… had to do this. 
 
    The door creaked as she pushed it open. 
 
    At three in the afternoon, Hannah was still in her pajamas… and in bed. Which was partly why she hadn't answered the door. She'd known her mother would disapprove. 
 
    Jackie took a deep breath and walked over to her daughter's bedside, her three-inch heels echoing across the space between them. 
 
    She hugged Hannah somewhat awkwardly from the side and asked, "Can I sit by you?" 
 
    She scooted over. 
 
    "You okay?" 
 
    Hannah nodded. Her eyes were bloodshot, and her cheeks were sunken and pale. 
 
    "Boone called today." 
 
    Hannah shrugged. 
 
    "So did Eliza." 
 
    "They said you aren't answering your phone." 
 
    "I'm not." 
 
    "They're worried about you." 
 
    "They'll get over it." 
 
    "Hannah, please. I'm doing my best here. I don't know what you want me to do." Jackie lightly touched her leg. "I wish there was something I could do or say to make you feel better." 
 
    "I'm fine, Mom." 
 
    Jackie sighed. "I really think it would do you good to get away from here. Just for a bit. This will be a quick trip. We'd be there and back in no time." She touched the top of Hannah's hand. "Please, do it for me. I'd love to have you come to DC. And we could do some shopping—get you all geared up for the new school year." 
 
    "I don't know—" 
 
    "Please? You could just forget about all of this sadness for a few days." 
 
    Hannah looked up, tears spilling from the corners of her eyes. 
 
    Jackie scooped them away with her thumb. 
 
    "Do you really think it would help?" 
 
    "I know it would, honey." 
 
    Hannah agreed to go. Deep down, she knew she needed to get away. From the pain, the memories… from everything dark and black that had recently enveloped her whole existence. This wasn't her, wasn't right. The sadness had assumed a life of its own and was almost, in a strange way, holding her hostage. 
 
    Jackie stood up. "Good," she squeezed Hannah's arm, "it's all settled. It'll be fun. Get yourself packed—and we'll leave first thing in the morning." 
 
    * 
 
    Since Hannah had last visited Washington DC, her mom had remodeled the apartment. Everything was new and stylishly appointed—the kitchen, paint, curtains, even the furniture she'd never seen before, and all of it was a very DCish mixture of modern and tradition. 
 
    So when she draped herself across the new sectional, with her eyes closed and earplugs blaring her favorite music, Hannah didn't notice her mom trying to get her attention. 
 
    Finally, Jackie tapped her on the shoulder from behind. 
 
    Hannah jerked at the touch and peered up at her mom through narrow slits. 
 
    "What?" she yelled. 
 
    Jackie shifted her weight to one hip and drew a line across her throat with a finger. 
 
    "I can't hear you," she said loudly. 
 
    Jackie mouthed the words, turn it off. 
 
    Hannah pushed the pause button. 
 
    "Well, are you glad you came?" Jackie's smile was wider than Hannah had seen it in a long time. "You look like you've made yourself right at home." 
 
    "Sure. I guess." Hannah pulled the earphones down to her lap. Her lips clamped together. "You were right, Mom. It was good to get away." 
 
    "Do I need to get that statement in writing?" 
 
    "Hah, hah." Hannah grinned. 
 
    Jackie cleared her throat. "No, but I am really pleased you came. I knew you'd feel better." She walked over to the kitchen counter and opened a bottle of wine. 
 
    "The apartment looks amazing," Hannah said, shifting in her seat so she could see into the kitchen. 
 
    "Yeah, doesn't it? I think it feels really homey. I'm just glad to have it done." She filled her glass with Chardonnay. "At least I was able to be gone during the bulk of the construction," she said. "Even when there wasn't a ton going on, the dust was so thick you could see it floating in the air. It played havoc with my allergies." 
 
    Jackie took a sip of the spirits. The burning in her throat felt good, was just what she needed. She'd already downed a few of the miniature bottles on the plane. 
 
    "Yeah, I'll bet. Well—" Hannah crisscrossed her legs on the couch. "What are your plans for the afternoon?" 
 
    Seeing Hannah like that reminded Jackie of when she was a little girl. She suddenly longed for those days when her daughter was a child, days when her life was much simpler. Now, she had so much on her mind, so many things weighing on her, the least of which was her grieving daughter. 
 
    "Mom?" Hannah said. She obviously hadn't heard her. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Did you not hear what I said?" 
 
    Jackie settled into a wingback chair opposite the sofa covered in a Hound's-tooth pattern of black and white. "Sorry, dear. What did you say?" 
 
    "I said, what are your plans for the rest of the day?" 
 
    Her mom's eyes suddenly resembled kernels of corn heating in oil and ready to pop. Maybe it was just the wine, but Hannah doubted it. Her mother, the Senator, lived for politicking like nothing else. Some moms loved scrapbooking, others liked watching their kids kick around a soccer ball. Her mom… well, her mom liked schmoozing with crotchety old men whose plastic faces resembled Barbie's counterpart, men whose sticky hair plugs single-handedly kept the Aqua Net stock rising, all while pretending to care more about their constituents than themselves. And that was only the men… 
 
    Jackie looked at her watch. "Well, let's see. I have a meeting at four. And then another one at six—" Her hand absently smoothed a section of her hair. "Do you mind too much just fending for yourself for dinner? I could call Hazreal, but she wasn't really expecting me to be in town today—" 
 
    Hazreal was the city version of Marie. 
 
    Hannah shrugged. "I'm a big girl. I'll be just fine. I might just walk down to get a cheeseburger or something like that." 
 
    "Don't forget there's that Italian restaurant, Patrizio's, that's not too far away. It's even got take-out… and the best Fettuccini around." 
 
    "Mmm… that does sound good. Either way, I'll figure something out. Don't worry about me." She pulled her arms across her body. "I really am better today," she lied. 
 
    "Oh Hannah, that's Gr-r-reat." Her mom sounded like Tony the Tiger from the Frosted Flakes commercials. "I knew this would be good for you. The city is like that, it renews you in a way." Jackie downed the remainder of her wine. "Well, I guess I'd better finish getting ready." 
 
    "Yeah, you'd better," Hannah smiled. 
 
    Four outfits later, Jackie was set to leave. 
 
    "So, you're sure you're okay by yourself?" She really had to get going if she was going to make it to the Willard before rush-hour traffic. 
 
    "Absolutely, Mom. I'll be just fine." 
 
    "Good." Jackie kissed her, leaving a partial imprint of lips on Hannah's forehead. "I'll see you around ten or so—but don't wait up for me. You know how these things tend to run late." 
 
    * 
 
    As Jackie stood on the sidewalk outside of her apartment complex, she closed her eyes and breathed in the tangy air, the humidity tinged with just a touch of exhaust fumes. Wow, it was good to be home. Even the traffic noise made her feel alive. 
 
    She felt like dancing down the corridors of glass and steel stretching out before her, wanted to embrace the immaculately dressed strangers who glided past her full of energy and purpose. 
 
    The capital city invigorated her, stimulated her. Made her feel young and vibrant. Every time the plane touched down at Reagan National Airport, she felt a surge of anticipation that felt like Christmas morning. 
 
    She'd always been a city girl at heart, but now she was admittedly an addict. Ever since winning her Senate seat some eight years ago, she'd been swept into the powerful web of Capitol Hill and had never looked back. Not even once. 
 
    She'd gladly succumbed to the black widow of Washington DC, who had her way with her inhabitants as if shooting them with a daily, intoxicating current of electricity. Over time, the spider devoured and dominated, making the world outside of its web all but disappear. 
 
    It was a living larger than life. Larger than one person. Larger than one cause. 
 
    She felt important. Useful. Like she was making a difference. 
 
    And people knew her. Valued her opinion. Looked up to her. Revered her. 
 
    After years of long hours and much hard work, most of the country now recognized her. Especially in the wake of her husband's well-publicized death. 
 
    Today she felt like the right arm of Abe Lincoln himself, a modern trailblazer, making history, changing the United States for the better, in ways others had only ever dreamed of. 
 
    The meetings today were a significant reflection of her career to date, but also the projection of something new, the start of an even more purposeful chapter in her life. 
 
    As Lloyd pulled up to the front of the hotel, Jackie grabbed her compact and reapplied a fresh layer of blood-red lipstick. 
 
    After dabbing her lips with a tissue and checking the effects in the small mirror, she shut the lid and slid the compact into her clutch, just as her driver swung open the limousine door. 
 
    Hannah's mom stepped out of the car and took the steps up to the Willard Hotel two at a time. 
 
    Lorinda was at the front desk, and she noticed Jackie just as soon as she entered the building. 
 
    "Ah, Senator Bailey," she crossed the foyer with an arm extended, "so nice to see you again. Please, right this way." 
 
    She gestured toward the long, wide passageway at the back of the hotel. 
 
    Jackie bowed her head toward the attendant and took the lead in the direction she'd indicated. 
 
    Dark walnut paneling covered the walls and ceilings, and a rich, mulberry carpet, interlaced with swirls of blonde, muffled their every step. Chandeliers dangled overhead, upside down wedding cakes of crystal that appeared enticing enough to be edible. 
 
    To one side of the expansive hallway, a man sat at a grand piano, his fingers effortlessly floating across a washboard of ivory keys in some catchy, jazzy tune Jackie had last heard at the president's Fourth Inauguration Gala. 
 
    She turned to enter the Bombay Room, but Lorinda caught her elbow. 
 
    "No, Senator. Not there today. This way, please." 
 
    After a brief look of confusion, Jackie followed her down a flight of stairs and into a rear section of the building she'd never been in before. 
 
    Here, the lighting was dim and the floor was now cement. Chair rail molding ran along either side of them, coated in a pale shade of yellow, which did little to hide the cracks and the flaking layers of paint. A cave-like dampness hung in the narrow space, laced with an old sweater musk that permeated Jackie's sinuses. 
 
    At the end of the tunnel-like passage was a black door. Three Secret Service agents stood expressionless at its entrance. 
 
    Lorinda stopped short of them. "Will you be needing anything else, Senator Bailey?" 
 
    "No. Thank you." Jackie handed her a fifty dollar bill. 
 
    She bobbed her head and whispered, "Ma'am," just as she grabbed the money and turned to leave. 
 
    Jackie waited until she couldn't see her anymore to proceed. 
 
    As she approached the door, one of the men said, "Your credentials, please Senator," while the other two stared straight ahead as if she didn't exist. 
 
    Jackie complied with his request and, when he was satisfied, he nodded to the other two agents who then proceeded to pat her down. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. My heavens, she thought, Timothy hadn't been kidding about the increased security measures. 
 
    Finally, one of them said, "She's good to go." 
 
    Beyond the door, the room was smaller and more intimate than the previous ones they'd met in. Five chairs were configured in a half circle facing a gas fireplace which, along with two floor lamps, provided the only sources of light. On an adjacent table, brandy and cigars had been set out, along with a bottle of wine on ice. 
 
    She was obviously the first to arrive, and so she moved casually over to the table and brought a cigar up to her nostrils. Her nose crinkled, and Vance floated into her mind. He'd always loved a good cigar. She'd always hated the damn things. She absolutely detested their smell. In some odd way, she thought, it was somewhat symbolic of their entire marriage. Some things never change, she mumbled, as she let the cigar drop back into the box with the others. 
 
    She grabbed the neck of the bottle of brandy and turned it toward the light. It was a label she didn't recognize, but she wasn't particularly surprised. Paul liked the stuff, but it wasn't really her thing. 
 
    A voice suddenly reached out from behind her. "And what do you think of our meeting place, Senator Bailey?" 
 
    She briefly caught her hand at her throat and swallowed, turning slowly to face the baritone voice, while forcing the semblance of a smile. 
 
    "Perfect," she replied coolly, "with one exception." Her eyes flitted down to the bottle of wine back to his. "Unfortunately, I prefer Chardonnay." 
 
    "Ah… you have impeccable taste, Madam." He moved to one side of her and grasped for her hand. His lips brushed the top of it and he said, "Just my kind of woman." 
 
    She laughed. "We share much in common, Hagan." 
 
    "Yes," he grinned, meeting her eyes, "we do." He gestured toward the seats. "Please, be my guest." 
 
    Jackie hesitated. "Shall we wait for the others?" 
 
    His hands gripped the back of a chair. "They won't be here." 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. 
 
    "For a while, at least," he continued. "I wanted to talk to you first. Alone." 
 
    She dismissed a slight feeling of unease. Surely she could trust him… couldn't she? They'd known each other since her last Senate race—when he'd offered to foot a large portion of the bill. And the margin of victory had been substantial. All of the commercials and radio ads lambasting her opponent had really done the trick. Yes, she supposed she could trust him. But she wasn't so naïve as to think he wouldn't eventually want something in return. They always did. 
 
    "Please, sit," he pulled out a chair for her, "we have much to talk about." 
 
    He grabbed a wine glass by its stem. "Will you lower your standards, just this once?" His face danced in amusement, eyes twinkled at her like starlight. 
 
    Or perhaps it was just the reflection of the fire… 
 
    "Of course," she smiled. There was no sense being paranoid. This was the moment she'd been waiting for… for a long time. 
 
    Hagan Mueller handed her the drink. 
 
    "Thank you," she said. 
 
    He took his time before speaking again. He lit a cigar and puffed on it several times until its end smoked like a chimney stack. He rearranged one of the chairs to where his back was to the fireplace, and their knees were almost touching. Now seated, his belly spilled out and onto his lap, pressing so tightly against his suit that she just knew it was a matter of time before the single button popped off. 
 
    And for some strange reason, Jackie had to bite the insides of her cheeks as she had visions of this hangman button zinging across the space between them and smacking her square in the face. 
 
    It was almost as if he read her mind, because at that very moment Hagan shifted in his seat and, as he did, he unbuttoned his suit jacket and crossed his legs, turning his body at an angle toward hers so that his thigh now intersected her kneecap. 
 
    Ahh, that was better, thought Hagan. He preferred close proximity in serious discussions. In his experience, it served to keep the tension high and the answers closer to the truth. So much of conversation happened before any talking ever took place. Posture, positioning, timing, placement and even silence… all things most people ignored. He'd learned the importance of them from Aralk and always employed them to his advantage when possible. 
 
    He lowered his cigar and set his focus on Jackie. 
 
    "You've been an ardent supporter of the Transition, Senator Bailey. And for that I thank you. Aralk thanks you. And," he bowed his head, "the American people thank you." 
 
    She tipped her head ever so slightly and leveled her eyes with his. 
 
    "As you know," he continued, "Phase III is in full force. The American system is collapsing, self-destructing, as we predicted it would." He set down his cigar and interlocked his fingers. "Many are suffering, and only the president can help prevent more from falling prey to poverty and despair. Through it all we've remained faithful to him, and we've kept him in his position of power, simply because we know he has the best interest of the American people at heart. 
 
    "Now though, as we prepare to implement the final, most dynamic Phase, we are checking—let's not mince words, we are double-checking—our innermost circle to make sure they are willing to sacrifice for the progress desired. As always, we're fully prepared to compensate yourself, and other select individuals, if you can assure us of your unwavering loyalty. And, rest assured, Senator Bailey, if the time has come where other priorities have entered your life, let us have no hard feelings between us. I can only imagine," he searched for the words, "that your recent loss has been staggering. If you feel compelled to walk away—" 
 
    Jackie cut him off. "I have no such intentions, Hagan. Nor will I ever. I am committed to the Transition now more than ever before. My loyalties lie with Aralk, President Dobbs and the Protectorate." 
 
    "No matter the cost?" he inquired. 
 
    Her eyes were cast iron skillets. "No matter the cost. The loss of my husband," she pulled her legs away from his, to the opposite side of her seat, "has only served to strengthen my belief in the core principles of the Transition." 
 
    "But are you doing this to follow the political current or because you truly believe in what we're doing?" 
 
    "In case you haven't noticed, Hagan," she said, lowering her voice, "I am the political current. The others follow what I say, what I do." 
 
    His head tilted noncommittally. 
 
    But she wasn't done. "And know this: Everything I do is everything I believe." 
 
    He sat upright. "Good. I'm glad to hear this. We will be counting on you." 
 
    Jackie bowed her head. "Likewise." 
 
    She polished off the rest of the wine in her glass. "If I may, was there something in particular which gave you cause to wonder?" 
 
    He rose and moved to the mantel where he rested one arm on its ledge and crossed his feet at the ankles. "Not at all, my dear, not at all. It's only that with the final components of the Transition in sight, there is no room for errors. Or doubts. We must have everyone on board working for the common good." He shrugged. "And naturally moving toward the reorganization of everything under the Protectorate." 
 
    * 
 
    After flipping through a million channels, Hannah settled for an old re-run of MASH. 
 
    A few minutes into it though, she realized the show only reminded her of her dad… they used to watch it together on the weekends late at night. 
 
    She exhaled. She'd come to DC to escape all the memories, all the thoughts of him. 
 
    She stabbed at the power button with her index finger and tossed the remote on the cushion. She grabbed her phone and scrolled down through the text messages she'd received in the last little while. 
 
    Both Boone and Eliza had been calling and texting non-stop since the funeral, and she still hadn't answered either one of them. 
 
    Before she talked herself out of it, she texted them both a quick message to let them know she hadn't checked out completely. 
 
    She had started to feel like if she didn't get back to Eliza sometime soon she might jeopardize their friendship. They'd grown up together, had been best friends since either of them could remember. Hannah figured she owed her, at the very least, the courtesy of getting back in touch. Especially since she'd made the effort to attend the funeral. 
 
    Eliza texted back fairly quickly, saying it was good to hear from her, but she'd have to get back to her because she was in the middle of bathing her younger sisters. She would call or text Hannah later in the evening, she said. 
 
    Hannah sighed and looked up at the clock. It was now five in the afternoon. She had yet to hear back from Boone. 
 
    She suddenly felt as if she were the only fish in an enormous glass bowl, swimming in circles with no clear indication of where she was headed, no orientation as to which way was up or down. 
 
    She felt empty. Lonely. 
 
    She fought off tears, and then she decided she needed to do something. Anything. And do it fast. She couldn't stay here by herself any longer. 
 
    She pulled on her sneakers, slid her cell phone back into her pocket, and scanned the room for her house keys. They had to be on the desk—where she'd last left them. She patted her hand over a bunch of loose papers and saw the tip of her mini Swiss Army knife peek out from underneath a bundle of cream-colored stationery. 
 
    Just as she grabbed the keys, she caught a whiff of her own breath. God, she really needed a piece of gum. She'd downed some pretzels on the plane, and they'd given her some serious buffalo breath. Her toothbrush was still packed in her bags though, and the last thing she wanted to do was bother with finding it. She pulled on the top drawer of the desk where her mother kept her stash of gum and mints, but it was locked. 
 
    That's strange, she thought. Why would it be locked? And who would it be locked from? 
 
    She pulled on all of the other drawers but none of them would budge. She was certain they'd never been locked before. 
 
    There's got to be a key, Hannah murmured to herself. She felt all around the desktop for one, even pulled out the desk from the wall to look on the back side. Nothing. Then, she felt around the U-shaped opening where the chair fit under the desk. No key. 
 
    She moved to the junk drawer in the kitchen. Maybe she'd find a stick of gum there. After sifting through several layers of everything but gum, she gave up. 
 
    But just as she went to close the drawer, something brass, almost antique-ish caught her eye. 
 
    A skeleton key. 
 
    Maybe it was the key to the desk. 
 
    By the time she slipped the shaft into the opening, she'd forgotten all about the gum. 
 
    And much to her surprise, it clicked. 
 
    Her heart was beating fast as she sifted through the drawer. She didn't know what she expected to find, but it was fun anyway just being snoopy. 
 
    After a few minutes of finding nothing particularly interesting, a manila envelope with an unusual name stamped on it caught her attention. It was in the very bottom of the drawer and it read Operation Santa. 
 
    That's an interesting name, she thought. Probably some program for kids who need Christmas presents. 
 
    She flipped it over to undo the copper brads, but it was sealed. With tape. 
 
    She smirked. 
 
    It wasn't like tape was going to keep her from knowing what Santa was up to. She slid the edge of her pocketknife along the tape making a smooth, straight incision which would have made any surgeon proud. 
 
    Right then, her phone rang. 
 
    Hannah jerked at the unexpected sound, thinking it was just her luck for being nosy. 
 
    It was Boone Grassle. She'd expected him to text her, but he'd called instead. 
 
    She set the envelope on the desktop and plopped down in the leather desk chair. 
 
    "Hello?" she said somewhat absently while she perused through the documents. From what she could tell, it had nothing to do with Santa or Christmas, it only referenced Martial Law—numerous times. 
 
    Her search, she quickly concluded, had ended in nothing particularly interesting, certainly nothing that mattered to her. 
 
    "Hello, Hannah? Hey, were you in the middle of something?" She sounded distracted to him. 
 
    "Oh, no… it was nothing." 
 
    "You sound far away or something—are you at home?" 
 
    "Yeah, well, not exactly. I'm at my mom's place in DC." 
 
    "Oh wow. All the way in Washington. I didn't know you guys were headed there. Are you having a good time?" 
 
    "Not exactly. You know how I hate big cities." She carefully re-taped the envelope. 
 
    "How long are you there for?" 
 
    "Just the weekend. I've got to get back and get a few things organized before school starts." 
 
    "That's right. Gosh, I almost forgot. It's hard to believe the summer is already winding down." 
 
    "Yeah, I know." 
 
    "I am glad, though, that you got away. Sometimes that's the best thing." 
 
    "Yeah, I suppose." 
 
    "Hey," he was suddenly serious, "are you doing okay? I've been really worried about you. I stopped by a few times and called and stuff, but you weren't around." It wasn't like Hannah to turn into a recluse. But he knew death sometimes had that effect on those still living. 
 
    "Yeah, I know… thanks… but I'm fine." 
 
    "Fine?" 
 
    "Yeah, I mean as fine as can be expected I guess." 
 
    "Is there anything you need? Anything I can do to make things better?" 
 
    "Nothing makes it better, Boone." 
 
    "Have you been riding?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Did you get the tree?" 
 
    "Yeah, Stony and I planted it. So I can see it from my bedroom." 
 
    "I thought you might like it better than flowers," he said. 
 
    Hannah's voice grew soft as she remembered. "I did… I really did, Boone… I mean it, I loved it." 
 
    Boone had sent her mother flowers, and he'd given Hannah a five foot tall Ponderosa to plant in her father's memory. When the nursery delivered it just a day after the graveside service, she'd been blown away by his kindness. 
 
    It had touched her more than anything anyone had done for her since the funeral. 
 
    "Thank you for being so thoughtful," she said. 
 
    "It was nothing, Hannah. I wish there were something more—" 
 
    "It was more than enough. And it means the world to me. I'll never forget it." 
 
    Silence passed. Almost like an unspoken embrace across the distance separating them. 
 
    Boone finally let go of her. "Have you been out of the house at all?" 
 
    "Now I have." She half-grinned. She'd just put the old-fashioned key back in the kitchen drawer. 
 
    "Hah. I mean before now." 
 
    "Not really." 
 
    "Maybe we could do something when you get back. Like go fishing or riding, or maybe even take a hike." 
 
    "Maybe," she said. "I just haven't felt up to much lately." 
 
    "I know. It's okay to feel like that. I felt just the same when my mom died. It was like the entire light of the world went out. And for a long time, I thought it would always feel like that." 
 
    "Did it ever get better?" 
 
    "Eventually." 
 
    "What made it better?" 
 
    "Time mostly. And staying busy, I suppose." 
 
    They talked for several more minutes before Boone had to go. As they said good-bye, Hannah realized she didn't feel as lonely as she had before. Talking to him had been comforting and somehow soothing. For all this time, she'd avoided him because she was afraid he would remind her of everything she'd lost. He'd been her dad's friend and had always been like a brother to her, ever since she was little. She could now see that she'd been incredibly selfish lately. Mostly just because she'd been consumed with feeling sorry for herself. Boone had to be hurting too, and she hadn't even asked how he was doing. 
 
    That needed to change. She needed to change. 
 
    He'd helped her to recognize the need to move forward and look ahead. Even if only slowly at first. He'd given her a calming sense of warmth and reassurance she hadn't felt from anyone since that day. 
 
    Unexpectedly… it was the same type of feeling she'd always gotten from her father. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 5—BOONE 
 
    It had been over three weeks since the funeral, and Jackie and Hannah had gotten back from DC the previous evening. The rest of the weekend had actually been quite pleasant after her mom had finished up with her business. They'd gone shopping and bought some really cute clothes and had walked around the Mall at night and seen all of the memorials in the almost mystical glow of artificial light. Hannah had been surprised that she'd enjoyed herself as much as she did. 
 
    But she'd been looking forward to being back in her own bed, and so she was glad when they arrived back home. She loved sleeping in, like she was on this morning. 
 
    The chime of the doorbell interrupted her slumber. 
 
    She thought she was dreaming at first, but when the stupid thing kept ringing and ringing, she knew it was real. 
 
    She pried her body out of the warm sheets and slugged her way down the stairs, still half-asleep and muttering curses under her breath. 
 
    By the time she reached the foyer, the imbecile had resorted to knocking. She cracked open the front door and was surprised to see Boone standing there with one arm propped up on the doorway. 
 
    "Hi," he said matter-of-factly. "I'm here to take you riding." 
 
    "Boone," Hannah exclaimed. She couldn't believe he was standing in front of her while she had nothing on but her robe. She hadn't even bothered to pull her hair back or brush her teeth. God, she must look a mess. "Um, hi. Yeah, like I'm not even dressed," she said, tightening the belt around her. "Or ready for the day," she added with a yawn. 
 
    "Throw some stuff on and get ready," he said cheerfully. "I don't mind waiting. I've got somewhere I want to ride to," he shrugged, "and I thought you might like to come along." His eyebrows lifted as though issuing her a challenge. "If you're up for it." 
 
    Hannah's mind was still full of cobwebs. What time was it anyway? 
 
    "Hannah—who's at the door?" Red silk pajamas appeared at the top of the staircase. Jackie had heard the commotion. "It's early," her words floated down to her daughter, "really early." 
 
    No kidding, Hannah thought to herself. 
 
    "It's just Boone, Mom," she yelled up the stairs. "He wants to go riding." 
 
    "Well, for heaven's sake, don't leave him standing there. Invite him in. I'll get some breakfast going. Marie's off for the weekend." 
 
    Over pancakes and eggs, Boone made himself at home like he'd done on so many other occasions. When Hannah's dad was still alive, he would sometimes show up early just like he had this morning and chat with her father over breakfast. Despite their age gap, they'd been pretty close. Vance had always said that the boy had a good head on him and knew how to work—high compliments coming from the owner of one of Colorado's most prestigious ranches. 
 
    Boone's family owned the adjacent ranch, sharing a west property line with the Bailey's for what was going on thirty years. A few years back, his father, Lonnie, had suffered a heart attack. Afterwards, with Boone being the only child, he'd assumed most of the day-to-day duties of the ranch. 
 
    Boone was now twenty-six and single, and running the ranch took every last bit of his time and energy. Getting hitched was about the last thing on his mind. He had many other priorities, and finding a gal had never been particularly high on his list. Besides, he figured when the time was right, he'd know it and settle down. 
 
    Hannah knew darn well half of the county was trying to match up their daughters with him. Not only was he an eligible bachelor, but he also happened to be a very rich one. And, in Hannah's book, it didn't hurt that he was eye candy to look at. Boone's face looked as if it had been sculpted by Michelangelo, and his skin—regardless of the time of year—always seemed as if it were kissed by the sun. Everything about him screamed natural. Organic. Wholesome. Like honey straight from the beehive. 
 
    There was nothing fancy about him. Nor did he put on airs. Still, he exuded a supreme and powerful aura of confidence that some might find intimidating. 
 
    Hannah often wondered how it was he got along so great with her mother. Probably because they were such polar opposites. 
 
    He pushed his bar stool back from the kitchen island and wiped his mouth with his napkin. "Well, Senator Bailey that was one of the finest meals I've had in some time." 
 
    "I'm glad you enjoyed it, Boone. I only wish my husband had been here to enjoy it with us." 
 
    He had to stop himself from wincing. Why had Jackie felt the need to bring that up? As if it wasn't hard enough on Hannah, she certainly didn't need to be reminded of the tragedy every two seconds of every day. That's part of why he'd come over this morning. He'd been worried about her. He'd left voice messages and sent countless texts, but she hadn't responded until just a few days ago. And when they had talked, she sounded weary, almost dazed. Nothing at all like her normal self. 
 
    Boone noticed the instant shadow that had fallen over Hannah's eyes. He quickly changed the subject. 
 
    "Well, kiddo, how about you join me on a ride today? I could use some help mending some fences, and I'd really enjoy the company." 
 
    "Why don't you, Hannah?" Jackie urged. "It would do you good, honey." 
 
    "I don't know that I'm up to it, Boone," Hannah said honestly. "I just—" 
 
    "Listen, just finish getting yourself ready while I give my horse some grain." He stood up. "Then, come on out to the barn. We'll get Zane all saddled up, and then we'll just see how you feel." His gaze met Jackie's and then settled back on Hannah. 
 
    Jackie looked expectantly at her daughter over the brim of her coffee cup. 
 
    After several seconds Hannah said, "I guess." And yet as the words left her, she felt less reluctant than she had expected. 
 
    "Good, then," Boone smiled. "It's settled." 
 
    * 
 
    It felt good to be on her horse again. It was the first time she'd ridden him since the day she'd found her father. Hannah was grateful, at least, to be going in the opposite direction. 
 
    Summer had baked the late-August forest into an invisible fragrance of nutty pine which swirled around them with every impulse of the wind. Puffy cumulus clouds filled about half of the sky above them, perfect cover for the sun to play hide-and-seek. 
 
    They rode along in silence, broken only by the steady cadence of hooves. 
 
    It was something Hannah enjoyed about being with Boone. They shared a real love for the land, which made them feel like a part of it. And neither of them needed to fill empty spaces with words. Quiet was their way of speaking. 
 
    It had been the same with her dad. 
 
    Occasionally, one of them would pull up and point at something, or yank their head in a particular direction to indicate something of interest. Otherwise, their rides together were typically uninterrupted. 
 
    Around noon, they stopped along Quail Creek for lunch. They sat along its bank, nibbling on biscuits, jerky, and trail mix. After downing a few of the biscuits and wetting her throat with a swig of cream soda, Hannah finally turned to him. 
 
    "Thanks for rescuing me," she said in a monotone voice. 
 
    "Anytime." Boone glanced her way, uncertain of whether she wanted to talk more about it. "I just wanted to make sure you were okay." He hesitated before continuing. "I sent you a bunch of texts… tried to call you and stuff… I was just worried." 
 
    "Yeah, I know." She paused. "I still haven't really talked to anyone." She took another drink. "All of this still seems like a bad dream. Like I'll wake up tomorrow and realize Dad is still here with me. You know the worst part about someone you love dying?" 
 
    Boone looked at her. His mother had died when he was twelve. So he knew exactly what it was like to have someone close to you pass away. Heck, Hannah's dad had been like a second father to him. In his own quiet way, he'd been mourning, too. 
 
    Vance's passing had, in fact, caused a lot of his own memories of death to surface. Like the vacant look in his mother's eyes as she lay in her bedroom dying. Her bony, almost transparent hand she'd clutched so tightly around his. And he knew he'd remember until his dying day the sound of her struggling for her last breaths, the choking, panicky look on her face when her lungs finally gave out. She hadn't wanted him there at the end and had insisted he say his good-byes before then. But he hadn't been willing to miss any minute with her. He'd wanted to hold her until she had no more life left in her to hold. 
 
    Still, to this day, he could recall every single minute of her end. It was dreadful. Ghastly. Something one never forgot. 
 
    And now Hannah had experienced the same thing. 
 
    Maybe that was why he'd been unexpectedly drawn to her, even more than ever before. He'd felt as if he wanted to be near her and had needed to comfort her. Still, he wasn't entirely sure why. 
 
    He didn't answer Hannah's question, he just waited for her to go on. He knew she needed to talk about it and needed someone to share the whole thing with. 
 
    Beside him, she'd gone still. She was staring straight ahead, undoubtedly lost in her own thoughts and memories. 
 
    A leaf with yellow edges hovered in the stream, an early victim of autumn's prelude. It lingered in the water right in front of Hannah for only a moment before riding the belly of a rock and floating downstream. 
 
    It's like my life now, she thought. The current of life had carried her away from what she'd loved most. 
 
    Boone observed her. He knew her insides were churning. He understood the past little while had been pure hell. If only he could take away the pain. Help her move past it. But he knew the best healer was Father Time and, even then, she would always feel the loss, never truly get over it. 
 
    Hannah hugged her knees into her chest. "I guess a lot of things go through your mind," she continued, her eyes focused straight ahead. "Knowing you will never hear their voice again, or touch them. Never have them give you a hug or a smile." She stopped and looked at Boone. "You know how we used to tease each other all of the time?" 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    "I already miss that… so much that it makes me ache inside." Her eyes were swimming. "Boone, I literally ache. I mean, my dad won't even get to see me graduate this year. Or from college. And I know it probably sounds silly, but I think about how he won't be there to walk me down the aisle at my wedding." She forced out a faint smile. "That's assuming I ever get married." 
 
    "Oh, you will, Hannah," he said, looking away and toward the water. 
 
    "And then…" her voice dropped to a whisper, "… then there are the mornings when you wake up—nighttime really is the only relief—but then waking up you almost wish you had never slept because it's like re-living the loss all over again at the beginning of every day. Each morning since he's been gone, I've awakened only to have it all sink in again. It's like I wake up sometimes feeling pretty fresh and ready to greet a new day, and then suddenly a cloudburst of anguish moves over me and makes it even difficult to breathe. And then I begin to sob, Boone. I mean really sob, like a blubbering baby… and I can't control it." 
 
    He shifted his eyes from her view—only for a second—and used his fingers to wipe them dry. It killed him to watch her suffer and to know she'd been bearing the burden alone. "Why didn't you call me, Hannah? Or text me? I would have come over right away." 
 
    "I didn't want you to see me like that. And besides, there's nothing you or anyone can do. The only thing that would make it better is if I could have my old life back. And obviously that's not going to happen. Not even my mom can help me." 
 
    "How is she doing?" he asked. 
 
    "I don't know," she said dryly. "We've had our usual bickering, which is nothing new. But I kind of think this is harder for me than her. At least in some ways. I don't know—" Hannah shook her head. "—I'm not really certain she even loved my dad all that much." 
 
    "I'm sure she did in her own way," he soothed. "Everyone is different in how they show it." 
 
    "You know my mom," she said. "She's mostly concerned about her politics and her pedicures. And this whole situation has certainly helped her chances for reelection…" 
 
    "You don't honestly think that's what she's worried about right now." It was more of a statement than a question. "I know she's concerned for you." 
 
    Hannah shrugged and pulled her lower lip between her teeth. She had a sudden urge to touch him. 
 
    He gnawed mindlessly on a long piece of grass and was leaning in her direction with one arm propped behind his body. His sleeves were rolled up above his elbows, and the weight of his body revealed every muscle of his forearm, his prominent veins bubbling up and through his skin like tiny tributaries flowing with masculinity. 
 
    When she'd finished tracing the lines of his arm, her eyes lifted. 
 
    Boone was watching her. 
 
    Hannah caught her breath. 
 
    He held her stare. Longer than he'd meant to. 
 
    Her lips parted and her head tipped slightly to one side. 
 
    His heartbeat quickened and a shot of adrenaline jolted through his body. And then it hit him. She was no longer a little girl. 
 
    It took every last bit of his energy to pull himself away from her gaze. She was so enticing, so invigorating. But he also knew she was really vulnerable. 
 
    He rubbed the palms of his hands together and then offered her his hand. "Ready little lady?" 
 
    His fingers wrapped around her hand like an oversized glove. His touch sent warm and pleasant tingles down her spine. 
 
    She'd never thought of Boone as anything but a brother… but now Hannah wasn't exactly sure what he was to her. 
 
    Something had happened between them she couldn't quite define. 
 
    And she could tell he felt it too. 
 
    Her hand sent flames right down his throat and straight into his gut. He let go before he was tempted to linger. 
 
    Hannah was surprised at how disappointed she was when he unclasped his fingers from hers. 
 
    She dusted off her backside and forced herself to sweep away thoughts she didn't quite understand, thoughts she chalked up to her heightened emotional state. 
 
    "Well, where are we headed?" she asked, trying to distract herself. 
 
    He offered her the reins of her horse but this time avoided her gaze. "Lake Vallecito… the north side, where hardly anyone goes." 
 
    Hannah looked away. She thought of the last time she'd been at the lake with her friends. In calendar days, it hadn't been that long ago, but when measured in terms of life experiences since then, it felt like an eternity. 
 
    Life had a strange way of bringing things full circle, and while each time around the wheel was somewhat familiar, it was also somehow different. 
 
    Boone touched her shoulder, immediately returning her thoughts to the present. 
 
    She looked at him. 
 
    "You'll like where I'm taking you," he said gently. "I promise." He flashed a grin. 
 
    Without warning, a butterfly took flight in her stomach. It was something she hadn't experienced in a long time. 
 
    She wasn't sure how or why, but for some reason things had changed between them. It was like they were suddenly on equal ground… and no longer confined by their previous roles. Boone was now—all at once—just a guy. And he was very hyper-aware that Hannah was on the verge of becoming a woman. 
 
    As they broke out into a trot, with Boone in the lead, she didn't quite know what to think about the changing season between them. 
 
    And although Hannah didn't consciously realize it, for the first time since her father's death, her mind had drifted away from pain and loss, and settled on the guy she was following on horseback. 
 
    More and more as the day progressed, Boone Grassle occupied her mind. He really was something else. And Hannah sensed a depth to him she was only beginning to understand. It was as if suddenly she'd found a key to unlock him… a key she hadn't even been looking for. 
 
    "Hey," he suddenly called out to her, "I've got something I want to show you." 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 6—HEALING 
 
    Boone was leading his horse through some dense forest. There was no trail. 
 
    After getting whacked in the face by brush and branches every few feet, Hannah dismounted. Following him on foot, she quickly discovered, was considerably easier, as she was able to weave around and duck below some of the obstacles. Still, the going was slow. She was definitely glad she'd worn a long-sleeve shirt or else her arms probably would have looked like toddler's art on an Etch-a-Sketch. 
 
    Following some forty minutes of feeling like Army infantry, Hannah finally called out after him. 
 
    "And where exactly are we going?" she asked. 
 
    He didn't answer. Either he hadn't heard her or he was ignoring her. Probably he'd just ignored her—like her dad used to do when he didn't care to give her a response, or when he knew she wouldn't like what he was going to say. 
 
    Occasionally she'd stop and look around, trying to orient herself, but no matter how hard she tried she really couldn't exactly pinpoint where she was. The foliage was too thick. 
 
    Finally, Boone stopped and waited for her. 
 
    And as she got to within a couple of horse lengths from him, she opened her mouth to ask him again just where in the heck they were going but he intercepted her question by bringing a finger to his lips. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. 
 
    He grinned. He knew it wouldn't be long now. 
 
    She had no idea where they were headed, but continued to follow him blindly as they weaved their way through the woods. 
 
    It was another ten minutes or so before Hannah heard it. The loud sound of water like the distant roar of vehicles on an interstate, only she was certain there wasn't a highway even remotely nearby. 
 
    She flashed Boone a confused look, but he only smiled and told her to go on ahead of him. 
 
    Fine, she told him, she would. 
 
    See if I ever go on another wild goose chase like this one, she thought with a mild degree of irritation. And I thought we were supposed to be mending some fences… 
 
    Still—even though she never would have admitted it—the sound had made her curious… 
 
    He laughed out loud as she stormed right past him, her nose raised to the sky, without a glance in his direction. 
 
    She'll think defiant when she sees it, he thought to himself. 
 
    With each step, the noise became louder, luring her closer and closer until all at once the forest unwrapped before her. 
 
    She gasped when she saw it. 
 
    A waterfall lay tucked below her in a small clearing surrounded by pines. 
 
    She stopped to take it all in. 
 
    It wasn't long before he came up beside her. 
 
    "Boone… it's breathtaking." 
 
    "Yeah, I know. It's so hidden by brush that you wouldn't even know it was here unless you stumbled onto it." 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    "Why don't you go down there?" he nudged her with his arm. 
 
    "Yeah, I think I will." She started sidestepping down the slope but stopped to look back at him after only a few feet. "Aren't you coming?" 
 
    "Go on ahead. I'll be down in a bit," he said. 
 
    Hannah navigated her way down to the water's edge where a pulsing mist fell upon her shoulders like a blanket of fog. Once there, she let Zane's reins drop to the ground and almost instantly, she felt her shoulders and muscles melt. Until now, she hadn't realized she was so tense. She closed her eyes and took four—maybe five—deep breaths, inhaling the peacefulness surrounding her. 
 
    She opened them and glanced over at Zane. He'd meandered away from her and was slurping up water from the pool in front of them. He must have sensed she was watching him because he abruptly whipped his head around to look at her as if checking to make sure everything was okay. She smiled and told him to go ahead and roam around. He snorted loudly as if to say thanks, and then his muzzle was quick to land in some more tufts of grass. 
 
    She chuckled. He loved it as much as she did. 
 
    After some time down by the water, Hannah climbed up onto a boulder overlooking the waterfall and just stood there for a while absorbing the serenity. Eventually, she sat down on the granite surface and brought her knees into her chest, her arms wrapped loosely around them. 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted a slug. She leaned forward and touched him lightly with the tip of her finger. He froze in place, his squishy, gooey texture reminding her of those Sticky Hand toys kids fling against windows. What a strange little creature, she thought. She'd never seen one in person. She watched him slink toward the cover of a nearby rock, no doubt seeking protection from her and any other potential predator. 
 
    Lately, she'd been a slug under her own little rock. She was only now beginning to understand the time had come for her crawl out and begin to conquer the sorrow that had kept her paralyzed. And for the first time since that early August day, she felt like everything was eventually going to be okay. 
 
    Coming here, she felt a powerful sense of harmony settle over her, and she couldn't help but feel like it came from her dad—like he was in this spot with her, sitting right beside her. 
 
    His presence felt as real as anything she'd ever experienced… 
 
    It was as if she were looking at the world with new eyes and a fresh perspective, once again seeing all of its loveliness which had, for a while, escaped her. 
 
    The place had a kind of untouched magic about it, a youthful innocence that brought her a sense of contentment she'd yearned for since her father's death. 
 
    She was Cinderella and the shoe had fit. 
 
    * 
 
    Boone watched her from his perch on a downed tree, occasionally glancing up from the stick he whittled at. He had hoped the waterfall would enchant her. All along, he'd had a sneaking suspicion she might just love it as much as he had. 
 
    More than anything, though, he wanted this place to help her—begin to heal her. She hadn't deserved the curve ball life had thrown at her, and he was determined to do everything within his power to get her back to her old self. 
 
    He had a pretty good hunch this place was doing the trick. At least he was fairly sure it was starting her on the path toward recovery. 
 
    After the better part of an hour, Hannah heard the sound of twigs snapping on the forest floor behind her. She half-turned in the direction of the footsteps just as Boone put his hand on her back. 
 
    "Hey," he said. 
 
    "Hi," she said smiling up at him. "Sit beside me," she said patting the space on the boulder next to her. 
 
    "Thanks." He plopped down next to her and asked her how she was doing. 
 
    "Good," she replied. 
 
    "You like it here?" 
 
    "I love it. It's so peaceful." She sat on the edge and dangled her legs from the rock like a schoolgirl hanging off monkey bars. "My dad would have loved it." 
 
    "Your dad did love it." 
 
    "What?" Disbelief clouded her face. 
 
    "We found it when we were hunting last season. As far as your dad could tell, he didn't think anyone knew about it being here. It's right on the property line between your ranch and mine. I suppose it's closer by vehicle from the front end—if a person parked at the gravel turnoff by Trail Creek—but this way, it's completely remote and secluded. Anyways, I thought you might like it." 
 
    Boone noticed that Hannah's eyes were bright and sparkling, and her expressions were full of color and animation. Her entire face was somehow softer, as if an eraser had swept across the contours of her countenance, diminishing most of the traces of her recent suffering. 
 
    It was exactly what he'd hoped for. Like the feeling he got when he broke an especially difficult horse. 
 
    Bringing her here had been just the right thing. 
 
    She wiggled closer to him and touched his arm. Some tears were brewing but, this time, she kept them at bay. 
 
    Her hand felt cool and smooth. He felt his pulse quicken but fought against it. 
 
    "I don't know how you thought of it," she said in a hushed tone, "but it's just what I needed, Boone. Since he died, all I've wanted is to go back to the way things used to be. But it's not possible, I know. So then, really I've just longed to escape." She looked away, off into the distance. "I mean it. Many times I've wished that I would have died along with him." 
 
    "But Hannah," he withdrew his arm and tucked it behind him, "you have your whole life ahead—" 
 
    "Shhh… Boone, look," she pointed at a six-point buck wandering into the clearing down below. The animal got a drink and then made his way effortlessly across the creek, his head held high as if master and commander of the entire universe. Grazing upwind, with only their hindquarters in view, the horses were completely unaware of the deer's presence. 
 
    "Magnificent, isn't he?" he whispered. 
 
    "Mmm-hmm." 
 
    Hannah watched the animal until he disappeared from view. 
 
    Boone had leaned back and was staring at her. But she didn't know it. 
 
    Hannah broke into his thoughts. "It really means a lot that you brought me here, Boone. This," her eyes lifted, widening to absorb everything in their path, "this… makes me feel like there are things still worth living for. Like in a way Dad is still with me." 
 
    "I thought you might feel better coming here. In fact," he stood, towering above her, "we'll name it." 
 
    "Doesn't it already have a name?" 
 
    "Hannah, it's on private property, not even on a map. Didn't you notice there weren't any trails?" 
 
    "It's definitely kind of hidden back here," she admitted. 
 
    "Exactly. So this place will be yours…" 
 
    She angled her head. "But you guys found it…" 
 
    His boyish grin revealed a dimple. He took off his sweat-stained hat and raked his hand through sandy blond hair. "Yeah, but I think… I think your dad would want you to feel like it was his gift to you." 
 
    Satisfaction spread across her face. It was the first time he'd seen her look truly at ease since the accident. 
 
    "Why don't you give it a name?" he suggested. 
 
    "I just might," she said with a gleam in her eye. Just the thought of it invigorated her. "But for now, I'm going to go down by the water again." 
 
    "Good," he smiled, "do it. I'll stay here and hold down the fort." 
 
    It was like seeing the old Hannah again. He couldn't believe the difference one day had made. 
 
    She worked her way down to the water where she crouched along its bank, resting her elbows along her thighs and leaning her head into her hands. She stayed that way for a while until something caught her eye. A unique piece of driftwood was floating in front of her about halfway across the creek. The wood was held captive in an eddy. It twirled and dipped and occasionally disappeared below the water's surface, only to buoy up as if catching its breath before repeating the sequence all over again. 
 
    Similar to the leaf she'd seen earlier, the piece of wood was trapped by forces beyond its control. 
 
    Kind of like she had been. 
 
    Only Hannah now realized she wasn't really trapped, wasn't entirely powerless. She'd felt that way because she'd let sadness and fear control her; inadvertently, she'd chosen to confine herself in the misery of death. And she'd been keeping herself trapped there by refusing to let go of things entirely out of her control. 
 
    She didn't want to be a prisoner anymore, didn't want to be held by the shadows of her father's passing any longer. 
 
    For the first time in her young life, Hannah realized death was everywhere—all around—even for those still living. And even though her father had been the one who had died, a piece of her had also died with him. But it was almost as if his death had prepared her, in some strange way, for her own death. The experience had, at first, made her weaker… but now suddenly, almost instantly, she felt stronger. 
 
    No longer was she afraid of dying. 
 
    Death wasn't an ending but a new beginning. A stepping stone toward life. 
 
    It was certainly going to be a different life, but it was still life. 
 
    Coming to this place had made her recognize that the current of a new life had caught her. Where would it take her? What would her new life look like? Who would fill the empty void left by her father? 
 
    That, she finally decided, was up to her. Moping around or feeling sorry for herself—like she had been way too much lately—was only keeping her from moving forward. 
 
    She needed the piece of wood. She wanted to take it home with her as a token of this day, a reminder of her fresh start. 
 
    She got up and started leaping from rock to rock, like a frog making its way across lily pads. 
 
    She was halfway across the creek, when her foot slipped on one of the wet rocks, plunging her head-first into the water. As Hannah fell, her arms went outward and her fingers reached for something to grab, anything to break her fall, but there was nothing around her but air. It all happened so fast that she had virtually no time to react, and just as her head broke through the water's surface, her forehead smacked the edge of a rock. 
 
    Above the waterfall, on the boulder where she'd left him, Boone caught sudden movement out of his peripheral vision. By the time his eyes had darted down toward the creek, she was already floating face down in the water, the current gently taking her away from him. 
 
    His voice carried a desperate ring, "Hannah!" 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 7—DRIFTWOOD FALLS 
 
    Boone held Hannah's head in his lap and lightly strummed her cheek with a calloused palm. He'd used his shirt to bandage a gash on her forehead about the size of his thumb. Her vital signs were good, she was just out. Cold. He'd patted her cheek to get her to come to, but she hadn't yet responded. 
 
    He was pretty sure she'd come around shortly and was just thankful he'd seen her fall. He didn't even want to imagine what would have happened had he not been keeping watch over her. 
 
    He studied her features. Flawless skin. Button nose. Perfectly arched eyebrows. Everything about her said smooth, elegant, refined—like the qualities you'd find in a Triple-Crown horse. His head tilted sideways as he examined her lips. They were full and expressive, and today they were tinted in a shade of pale pink with sparkles that reminded him of the rocks he used to collect as a child—the ones with small specks of glitter he used to think were diamonds. She must've put on some fancy lip gloss or something. 
 
    Since Vance had passed away, it seemed to him like she'd grown up overnight. He'd known her since she was little and even remembered her when she was a baby. Good Lord, how she'd matured. Right before his eyes. He could tell her father's death had hardened her in a way that saddened him. 
 
    She'd always been spirited and spunky… heck, even sassy. But all of that had disappeared in recent days. He'd reached out to her and tried to help her, and she'd refused. She also happened to be stubborn—sometimes too stubborn for her own good. He had half a notion her stubbornness had been precisely the reason why she'd resisted any offers of help. 
 
    Sometimes help came in different forms, though. Sure, people always wanted to assist others in times of need, but he'd learned firsthand it was often other things that carried more weight. 
 
    Things like animals, faith and nature. These healed without pretense, instilled hope without words, helped without asking for anything in return. They were powerful. And that's precisely why he'd brought Hannah here today. 
 
    He knew that coming to a place where her father's spirit still lingered might inspire her to move beyond her immediate troubles and look forward to the promise of a better tomorrow. 
 
    What Boone hadn't anticipated was his own response to her. 
 
    She was all at once a wild rose in full bloom, with morning's dew still lingering on her petals, and he'd stumbled unexpectedly upon her while traveling along a path he'd been down hundreds of times before. Only this time, her aura had captivated his senses. This time, he'd come to a complete standstill in front of the rose, and had found himself drinking in its scent and taking notice of everything about it, down to the smallest, minute detail. 
 
    For the first time, he found himself desiring her. 
 
    His gaze traveled the length of her body. Her widened hips and soft curves beckoned to him. 
 
    Breathless, it made him shudder just to think of it. 
 
    He closed his eyes and held her tightly. It felt good to have her close. Better than he could have ever imagined. 
 
    When he opened his eyes, Hannah was looking at him. 
 
    She batted her eyelids a few times, and a puzzled expression spread across her face. 
 
    Boone brought his mouth to her ear. "You fell," he whispered, "and knocked yourself out." 
 
    Hannah managed a nod. She thought she should probably try to get up, but she felt cozy in his arms. Protected. It was nice. He smelled so good—like a mixture of peppermint and apple pie spices. It made her heady. Wobbly. 
 
    Or maybe she was just feeling that way because of the fall… 
 
    But he was a grown man—much older than she was. They had only ever been like brother and sister, yet— 
 
    He noticed her grimace. "Are you doing okay?" 
 
    He didn't know it was confusion, not pain, on her face. 
 
    "Uh-huh. Just a bit dizzy," she lied. 
 
    In truth, she wasn't in any hurry to get away from him. It was like she was seeing him for the first time. But differently. And she definitely liked what she saw. 
 
    He had a six-pack and was carmelly tan from working outside. His ripped arms, crisscrossed by bluish-green veins, had formed a cradle of sorts around her head. A small trail of hair extended from his belly button to the ridge of his jeans. 
 
    Hannah closed her eyes and briefly imagined what it would be like pulling down his zipper, shocked her mind would even go there. 
 
    Never once had she imagined underneath his shirt he'd looked like that. 
 
    If she'd known, she would have faked a fall in his presence long before this. 
 
    Boone's gaze caught hers and their eyes locked. 
 
    His mouth quivered and amusement flickered across his face as if saying, "I know what you're thinking." 
 
    She looked away. Her mouth pursed together and her lips swished to the side of her face. 
 
    His brows met at the bridge of his nose, and his thoughts were all at once swirling. Did he dare? Would she mind? Did she want him like he suddenly wanted her? 
 
    Stillness crept over them except for the movement of air caused by his breaths falling heavy on her ear. 
 
    He still held her, only at some point—Hannah wasn't sure exactly when—he'd managed to pull her in closer to him. 
 
    She'd been limp in his arms, completely unable to even fake a protest. 
 
    And now, she looked to him like a beautiful doe in the woods. Innocent. Sweet. Lonely. Inviting… 
 
    Tentatively, in a slow, protracted motion, Boone dropped his lips to meet hers. They were wet and tasted sugary. He lingered there and then she surprised him by opening her mouth ever so slightly as if daring him to delve deeper. His eyes closed and his fist clenched tight. It took every ounce of his energy to resist her invitation. He relaxed his hand and pushed it hard into the small of her back, pulling her body into his, and at the same time pressing his lips even tighter to hers. 
 
    They were braided together in a moment of mutual need. 
 
    And then all at once, as if recoiling from a burn, Boone yanked his body away from her. He rubbed his forehead and blinked several times rapidly as if waking up from a nightmare. He looked at the ground as he mumbled, "Hannah, I'm sorry I did that." 
 
    She didn't answer. 
 
    Her face instantly hardened, but her insides were still mush. She brushed her lips with the back of her hand and scooted away from him, just far enough to show her displeasure, but still close enough for him to redeem himself. 
 
    She'd liked being near him. He made her feel safe and secure. Warm. Something she hadn't felt since— 
 
    But he misread her reaction. 
 
    He thought she was sorry he'd kissed her. 
 
    The truth was she only regretted him stopping. 
 
    "I'm sorry, Hannah," he stammered again. "I'm… I'm not quite sure what got into me." 
 
    "It's fine," she said nonchalantly, "it's no big deal. People kiss all the time." She flashed him a half-grin and lightly grabbed his forearm. "Boone, I really don't mind… and, to be honest, I kind of liked it. You were wild, though," she teased. 
 
    "Hah," he scoffed, relieved she wasn't mad. "So were you." He avoided her eyes and reached for his hat which had fallen off in the swoop. "Well, you scared me," he reasoned, "and I needed to check and make sure you were still alive." 
 
    She nodded emphatically, playing along. "Uh-huh, sure. So you kissed me—Is that how you check your cows every morning? Give each of them a wake-up smooch to make sure they're still a-kickin'… " 
 
    He grinned. "No, I save that method for humans. Preferably females." He poked her in the side. "With jet-black hair and crystal blue eyes." 
 
    He went quiet and gently tucked a loose strand of her hair behind her ear. 
 
    She closed her eyes as she felt his touch. God, he was sexy. And driving her crazy. 
 
    "Besides," he said softly, "how else would I make sure you're still alive?" 
 
    She looked at him. "Maybe check my pulse?" 
 
    "That's not as fun. Anyway," he cleared his throat, "maybe we'd better not tell your mother about this. I'm afraid she might not cook for me anymore." 
 
    Hannah chuckled. "Agreed. But I could probably use it as blackmail—" 
 
    "You wouldn't dare." 
 
    "Wanna bet?" she grinned. 
 
    He didn't doubt she probably would at some point in the future. 
 
    As if he wouldn't already do anything she asked of him… 
 
    They lingered for a while longer, skipping rocks and processing the kiss which neither of them had seen coming. 
 
    Hannah had liked it but wasn't exactly sure what to think about it. She'd always considered Boone as somewhat of a big brother, and she wasn't sure now if things had changed between them indefinitely. In a way, it scared her because it was like the closing of a long and predictable past, but in another way, it excited her like nothing else had in quite some time. 
 
    She hadn't told him it was her first kiss. And she certainly wasn't going to now. He'd think she was silly—a naïve little schoolgirl, clueless about anything in the realm of romance. 
 
    Lots of guys had thought about kissing Hannah Bailey, but most of them had never dreamed it would be in their cards to actually do it. Just for the record, two had tried—one had missed her face completely and landed somewhere in between her ear and throat—incredibly awkward. He'd been so embarrassed he'd immediately aborted any thoughts about another attempt. Another had moved in for the kill during a slow song at a junior high dance, only to receive the smack of Hannah's right palm square across his face. Shocked senseless, the poor kid had backed away from her without a word, and then he'd turned and ran. Talk about tail between the legs. 
 
    Boone was chiding himself for not being more in control of his actions. He wasn't a man of impulse. Hannah was still just a kid. Damn… how old was she, anyway? 
 
    He did the quick calculations in his head. Holy Heifer, if his math was correct, she was seventeen. Going to turn eighteen in November. He couldn't believe she was almost all grown up. Maybe that was why he'd been suddenly—almost irresistibly—attracted to her. 
 
    In spite of the kiss or maybe partially because of it, he'd noticed the changes in her today. Changes for the better. In a way, he'd seen a resurgence of the Hannah he'd always known. 
 
    A sort of vitality was back in her mannerisms, almost like she'd reclaimed a piece of herself her father's death had temporarily possessed. 
 
    One thing he knew for certain: she was no longer a child. Her recent experiences had launched her into the world of adulthood, a place where troubles were frequent and victories few and far between. But eventually she would grow stronger, he knew, for having experienced them. 
 
    And just as Hannah sent the last pancake rock skimming across the surface of the water, she threw out the name. Boone had rounded up their horses and was just about to hand her Zane's reins. 
 
    "Driftwood," she called out to him. 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "Driftwood." 
 
    Boone shot her a confused look. 
 
    "That's what we'll call this place," she said matter-of-factly. "Driftwood Falls." 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 8—BUBBLING BEAN 
 
    The Bubbling Bean coffee shop was the most popular hangout in Durango, with espresso-colored armchairs and couches, Techno music on Friday nights, and four X-Box video game stations where students gathered on every first and third Saturday of the month to compete in tournaments, the winner earning the title and bragging rights of X-Bean. 
 
    Not to mention the place had good, cheap coffee, the strongest called the Witches Brew, which included four, double espressos topped with a dollop of whipping cream. Hannah had tried it only once, after which she'd vowed to herself never again, following an entire night of staring at her bedroom ceiling with crazy eyes, all the while trying to keep her legs from dancing the Jitterbug. 
 
    Today, she settled for a decidedly less potent Americano on ice while she waited for Eliza Zumwalt. She sat in a corner chair flanked by a plant the size of a palm tree and was looking through a fashion magazine, glad to have finished her Saturday shift at the vet clinic. School started in two days, and she was looking forward to squeezing in a little fun before hitting the books on Monday. 
 
    * 
 
    Sicarius sat at a table for two in the opposite corner of the Café. His face was shaded by the brim of a low-sitting baseball cap and even further concealed from her by the black and white pages of the Durango Tribune. 
 
    Every so often—usually at the same time he took sips of his refreshment—he would pull the pages of the newspaper to one side and stare at Hannah from behind polarized lenses. 
 
    Most of the pleasure of the hunt, he'd long ago come to realize, was in the thrill of the pursuit. 
 
    * 
 
    Eliza was running late—she was notorious for it. And really she was the only person Hannah knew to be categorically worse than her in this department. This had actually had its advantages over the years, proving quite useful in Hannah's dealings with her own parents. 
 
    Whenever her mom or dad had given her flak about not being on time, she would casually drop Eliza's name into the conversation, with some general comment about how things could always be worse. The tactic had worked every time: literally within a matter of seconds, her parents would either drop the subject or change the topic of conversation. 
 
    Yet although they had tardiness in common, the girls could hardly be classified as two peas in a pod. Hannah loved sports and animals, Eliza claimed to be allergic to both of them; Eliza could draft a perfect sketch of anything with her eyes shut and hands tied behind her back, Hannah could hardly draw a stick figure. And perhaps the most dramatic contrast was in their looks. One resembled the distant cousin of Mona Lisa, and the other looked like Cupid's sister. 
 
    Still, they'd been friends ever since Kindergarten. 
 
    Hannah's phone vibrated. It was a text from Eliza. "Be there in two." 
 
    After about ten minutes, Eliza burst like a firecracker through the doorway and after a quick scan of the room, followed by a goofy grin of recognition, she made her way over to Hannah's corner. 
 
    "Hey there you. How are ya doing?" She leaned over to give Hannah a hug. 
 
    "Good. How about you?" 
 
    Eliza's heart-shaped face, framed by soft, strawberry curls, always reminded Hannah of a cherub. She was one of those people that always looked like a child in spite of the fact that you knew she really was aging, just like the rest of the human populace. Ever since she could remember, her friend had just loved being around little kids and had wanted to be a teacher. Hannah couldn't help but think the choice of profession a peculiar one since she would always resemble one of her students. 
 
    "I'm great," Eliza said absently, glancing sideways at the pastries in an adjacent display. "There it is. I was hoping that they would have some of that lemon cake. I've just got to get a piece of it… and a cappuccino, of course." She squeezed Hannah's arm, "I'll be even better when I get a little sugar and caffeine in me. I was watching those bratty little Bovine triplets last night, and they just about drove me bonkers—wouldn't go to bed, were screaming like hyenas for their mommy—my gosh, it was a pain in the butt." 
 
    Hannah shook her head. "I'm surprised you still go there." 
 
    "Yeah, well, it pays more than double all of the others. I do it mainly because no one else in town will watch the little hellions." She straightened her face. "Hey, I'm sure they'd offer you a job if you're interested…" 
 
    Hannah rolled her eyes. "Oh, you're so kind. I think I'll stick with my work at the clinic, thank you very much. I'd rather shovel dog crap any day. Besides, I don't think I'd survive the night. And neither would the kids—" 
 
    "Just trying to be a good friend," she squeezed Hannah's arm, laughing. "Don't ever tell me I didn't offer—" 
 
    Hannah smirked and playfully pushed her away. "Liza, go get your cake." 
 
    She was giggling as she made her way to the counter to order. 
 
    At last with her coffee and dessert in hand, Eliza plopped down across from Hannah, extending her legs the length of the couch and situating the pillows behind her back, as if prepping for an afternoon at the spa. 
 
    She took a few long drinks from her straw before sighing, "That really hits the spot." 
 
    "I'm glad," said Hannah. "Mine's really good, too." 
 
    She lowered her voice. "So, how are you doing? I mean really doing." Eliza had been worried about her. They usually kept in touch every day, but since the death of Hannah's father, it was like her friend had disappeared into oblivion. She was so relieved when Hannah had finally texted her. 
 
    "Okay." Hannah shrugged. "Better than I was. And, I wanted to apologize, Eliza, for not—" 
 
    Eliza waved the comments away. "Hannah, you don't owe me an apology—" 
 
    "No, I'm serious. I really do. At least hear me out. I just want you to know that I'm sorry I didn't call you back or text you. I got all of your messages… I… for a while, I just couldn't handle anything. I didn't talk to anyone for a long stretch there." 
 
    "You didn't need to return my calls or messages. I just wanted to let you know I was there if you needed me." 
 
    "Well, it meant a lot," Hannah said. "I hope you know that." 
 
    "I wish there was more I could've done." 
 
    "That's the thing. There wasn't really anything anyone could have done. Not even my mom really helped. Then I finally came to realize that, at some point, I would have to be the one to kind of look forward… and not live in the past." 
 
    Eliza nodded. "Still, if you ever need anything, at any time of day or night, I'm here. I just hope you know how sorry I am about everything. It's awful, just awful, and I can only imagine how difficult these past few weeks have been for you." 
 
    "Thanks, Liza. And thanks for being at the funeral too. I noticed you were there." 
 
    "Of course, I wouldn't have missed it." 
 
    "Your dad did a really nice job of leading the service. It was kind of him to do that." 
 
    "Everyone loved your dad." 
 
    "Yeah… I know," Hannah said sadly. 
 
    "Well, are you ready for school?" Before meeting up, Eliza had made a mental note to keep the conversation as light as possible, for Hannah's sake. 
 
    Hannah's eyes got wide and she brought her hand to her face, swiping her bangs away from her eyes. "I'm not really sure…" 
 
    Eliza sat up. "Hey, what happened to your forehead?" 
 
    "I fell." 
 
    "Where? That's quite a gash." 
 
    "It's no big deal." Her fingers brushed across the cut. "Besides, it's a long story." 
 
    "Girl, I've got nowhere to go until seven and, even then if I'm late, it's not like they're not used to it." 
 
    Hannah smiled sheepishly. And then she could feel her face turning crimson. 
 
    Eliza was suddenly suspicious. She'd privately wondered if Hannah was involved with some guy. Up until now, she'd never really given any boy the time of day, but she'd known it was only a matter of time. Most of them were too intimidated by her to even attempt to win her over. Her red face was practically a dead giveaway. 
 
    "What are you not telling me?" Eliza traded in the couch for a chair and scooted it close to Hannah, sliding all the way forward to the edge of its seat. 
 
    "It's kind of some good news," she offered. "For a change." 
 
    "Yeah, well you deserve it," she said. "And who's the lucky boy?" Eliza couldn't believe what she was hearing, especially coming from Hannah who was seldom interested in any guy. For years they'd all been after her, but she was picky… pickier than she would have been in her shoes. 
 
    "Well… he's not exactly a boy," she said framing the word "boy" in quotation marks with her fingers. 
 
    "Are you trying to tell me you've gone lesbian?" 
 
    "Um… no," Hannah said firmly. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. "Then what do you mean he's not a boy?" 
 
    "He's older." 
 
    "Like how much older?" 
 
    "Oh, not that much older." 
 
    "Mmm," Eliza raised her eyebrows. "So, who is it?" 
 
    "Boone." 
 
    She paused for a long second, and then her jaw dropped. "Boone Grassle?" 
 
    This was definitely interesting. 
 
    "Yep." 
 
    "But I thought he was like your brother." 
 
    "He was. I guess. But things have kind of changed." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "He kissed me." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    Hannah clamped together her lips. "I'm not kidding. He really did." 
 
    "And you let him?" 
 
    "Sure. Well, kind of." Her face corkscrewed. 
 
    "What was it like? I mean, how did it happen?" 
 
    "Do you want the short version or the long version?" 
 
    "The long one—of course," she exclaimed. 
 
    "Well, he took me riding a few days ago, like he just showed up early one morning, completely out of the blue—woke my mom and I up—and then we all had breakfast together, and he kind of talked me into going on a ride with him. Anyway, it ended up being a really good thing… I mean, it really helped me, Eliza, he took me to this really cool place—a waterfall on the edge of where his property meets ours, and we just talked a lot and he helped me through some things about my dad. And then not long before we were going to head back, I was walking on some rocks, trying to get this piece of driftwood floating in the water, and I slipped." 
 
    "No way." 
 
    "I'm lucky it wasn't worse. But it just made this gash in my forehead and knocked me out for a little bit." Her voice lowered, prompting Eliza to move in even closer. "The crazy thing was when I fell, he came down to help me and when I woke up, he was holding me in his arms. I mean, his body was to die for—totally ripped all over the place and tan—" 
 
    "Are you serious?" This guy was more than just a couple of years older than Hannah. Eliza wasn't so sure it was a good idea for Hannah to be kissing someone who'd probably be married before she even started college. 
 
    "I'm not kidding. It was like seeing him in a completely different way than I'd ever seen him before—" 
 
    "When did he lay on the smooch?" 
 
    Hannah giggled and put up a hand. "I'm getting there, I'm getting there… so when I woke up in his arms, he told me what happened and then things started moving in slow motion, and my heart started beating faster and then all of the sudden he was moving in to kiss me, and it was really, really nice." 
 
    "Did he like it too?" 
 
    "I think so, but the weird thing was that after we kissed for—oh, I don't know—five or seven seconds, he pulled away really quickly, like he regretted it or something." 
 
    "Hmm." She put the handle of her plastic fork in her mouth. 
 
    "Well, what do you think it means?" 
 
    She pulled it out. "Oh, he wanted more, there's no doubt about that," she said knowingly. "It's just that he wasn't sure whether, given the situation, he should take more." 
 
    "What do you mean 'given the situation'?" 
 
    "Well, the fact of the recent tragedy in your life, for one. And then, he was also probably thinking about how he's quite a bit older than you and stuff—you know how guys think about those types of things—" Eliza's eyebrows suddenly drew in. "How old is he, anyway?" 
 
    "Twenty-six." 
 
    "Mmm-hmm. How scandalous. The Senator's daughter, dating a guy who's considerably older and significantly more experienced." 
 
    Hannah's face buttoned up. "Eliza, we're not dating." 
 
    "Well, it sounds to me like you are. I mean, a kiss is sometimes even more serious than dating." She sucked hard on her straw until it gurgled air. "But the real question is," she paused to cross her legs, "if he's so hot, why isn't Boone Grassle already married?" 
 
    "Who knows?" Hannah said. "He's got loads of money. I've even heard my mom talking to her friends about him being one of the most eligible bachelors in all of Colorado." 
 
    "Gosh, Hannah, I'd go for it." 
 
    "He was my first, you know. First real one anyway." Her eyes sparkled. 
 
    Eliza contorted her face. "First what?" 
 
    Hannah shrugged. "First kiss." 
 
    "Are you KIDDING ME? You've never kissed a guy before?" This was coming from someone who was notorious for lip-locking nearly every eligible guy in town, a well-known habit conveniently disregarded by her father when he stepped behind the pulpit every seventh day, at which time he would invariably hold up Eliza as a "Shining City Upon a Hill" example for the congregation's youth. 
 
    Still, Hannah wasn't sure if Eliza's dad was just totally unaware of his daughter's promiscuity, or if he was just plain stupid. Either way, it was an ongoing comedy nearly everyone joked about and shared in except for, of course, Eliza and Pastor Zumwalt. 
 
    There was a reason his nickname was Pastor Dumwalt. 
 
    "No, I'm not like you—I don't kiss every living, breathing male that comes my way." 
 
    Eliza grinned. "Maybe you should try it sometime. It's actually quite a lot of fun." She'd always thought Hannah should loosen up and enjoy life a little more. Especially now that her father was dead. Life was too short to be too uptight. She was certain Boone Grassle had kissed his fair share of girls… uh-eghm… women. 
 
    "I'll bet." Hannah shook her head, unable to hide a smile. 
 
    "Can you believe we're going to be seniors this year?" Eliza asked. 
 
    "I know," Hannah said. "It's like we've waited and waited for it to be here and now that it's finally arrived, I can hardly believe it. I'm glad though—I'm really ready to move on." 
 
    "Yeah, me too. But… along the way," she declared, with a finger in the air, "I plan to have loads and loads of fun." 
 
    "Heck yeah, I'm ready for some fun, too," Hannah sighed. "Anything to get my mind off the last little while." 
 
    "I guarantee, Hannah Bailey, this is going to be the best, most exciting school year of our lives." 
 
    "Yeah, well, just don't be late on Monday morning." 
 
    "Like you can talk," Eliza smirked. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 9—MR. RUSSIA 
 
    School was a welcome relief. A distraction from the past weeks of turbulence. Not that Hannah liked facing all the concerned looks of sympathy from her friends and teachers, most with the best of intentions, but she just knew it was good for her to stay busy and keep her mind occupied. At least that's what her mom said. 
 
    Nearly a week of her senior year was behind her when she bumped into Alexander Stastny. 
 
    And it just so happened that they met on a day when everything was going wrong. 
 
    By eight a.m., Hannah was wishing she'd never even gotten out of bed. 
 
    It had all started first thing in the morning. 
 
    A quick glance in the mirror after she'd rolled out of bed revealed a giant pimple on the tip of her nose. Thank God for makeup. And thank heavens it's not the Christmas season, she thought, otherwise, she knew some smart aleck at school would be calling her Rudolph in the cafeteria or somewhere in the hallways between classes. 
 
    After several layers of concealer, which still hadn't really hidden the blemish, she was running late. 
 
    Then, her car hadn't started. She'd had to look for Stony to help her, who she'd finally found tinkering with a tractor in one of the sheds. He'd tried to explain to her, in his dawdling, cowboy drawl what the problem was, clueless to the fact that she was a girl, who happened to be running late—actually, very late—and all she really wanted was for the darn thing to run. She didn't care how it ran. 
 
    When she'd finally pulled into the senior parking lot, after maxing out the Bronco at 73 mph, red and blue lights, accompanied by an incredibly loud siren, were flashing out of her rearview mirror for what turned out to be a police escort onto school property. 
 
    She'd turned on the waterworks for the officer, but it didn't get her out of a ticket—it only smeared her mascara. 
 
    Nothing like arriving inconspicuously at school. 
 
    Well, at least now, with her three-hundred dollar ticket in hand—compliments of speeding in a School Zone—she at least had an excuse for being tardy. 
 
    Later in the morning, though, the trials continued. 
 
    She made a trip to the little girls' room where the genius in the stall before her had emptied the entire roll of toilet paper. There wasn't even a hundredth of a centimeter of paper left on the roll for her to use. While she sat there contemplating her predicament, she considered it a wonder that the person hadn't used the cardboard roll. 
 
    Well… if they hadn't, she would. It was her only option. 
 
    Thanks to the Toilet Paper Thief, she was now late to her fourth-hour art class, and there was only one open seat left: the one right next to Lukas Green. The guy had had a crush on Hannah, she was sure, since Adam met Eve. It wasn't like he was mean or ugly or anything, he was just… well, boring. 
 
    He was actually good-looking and smart and athletic which, to most girls, were grounds for considering marriage. Sure, they were friends, they had been ever since she could remember, but he couldn't quite get it through his pea soup brain that even if he was the last man breathing, she would still choose a nunnery over him. 
 
    And just her luck… there weren't individual desks in art… only small tables. 
 
    This day, Hannah said to herself, couldn't get any worse. 
 
    Lukas spotted her and waved eagerly—way too eagerly for her liking—tapping the empty chair beside him. 
 
    Great, she mused, he's going to think this is a sign that we're meant to have fifty babies together. Well, she plain didn't have a choice. She had to sit by him. Breathless from rushing around, Hannah slid into her seat, hoping not to attract attention from the teacher, Miss Dialander. 
 
    Lukas whispered to her. "It's so," he turned the word into five syllables, "good to see you." 
 
    "Yeah, um thanks, Luke," she muttered, looking straight ahead. 
 
    And, as if being late wasn't enough, their brief exchange caught the teacher's attention. 
 
    With her pointed nose and crooked eyebrows, Miss Dialander—most called her Miss D—played the part of the eccentric artist to perfection. Hannah swore she didn't own a single piece of clothing in color. No one had ever seen her wear anything but black. 
 
    Now, Hannah was on the receiving end of her bland stare and throaty voice. The teacher's head tipped downward, while her buggy eyes peered over the top of her black-rimmed glasses perched precariously on the tip of her nose. 
 
    Miss Dialander's gaze narrowed and her voice teemed with sarcasm, which was even further polluted by her peculiar manner of speaking through her nasal cavity which made it seem as if she permanently had a stuffed-up nose. "How nice"—she drew out the word—"of you join us, Miss Bailey." 
 
    Hannah could feel her face turning red. And as the embarrassment spread, she could feel her pulse throb in the irritated pimple. She mustered a half-grin. 
 
    "That is your first tardy, young lady. Only two more," she said coolly, "and you'll have Saturday school." 
 
    "Sorry, Miss Dialander." 
 
    But the teacher wasn't done making her point. 
 
    Miss D made a chirping noise and cast her eyes dramatically toward the ceiling, like an aspiring actress auditioning for a part. "Seniors… sometimes I wonder about them… are they coming or going? Do they really even know?" 
 
    Crap, why couldn't she just leave it alone? Arms folded, Hannah's eyes constricted into a glare directed squarely at the teacher. Then, something in her snapped. Her reply came out before she could stop it. 
 
    "Oh, I'm going Miss Dialander," she declared. "In about nine months, I'll be far, far away from this shithole…" 
 
    Classmates gasped, some in horror, some in awe. 
 
    Hannah was done, kaput, finished with always conforming to rules, and she was especially tired of cranky teachers. If they were going to throw fire at her, well, she was more than capable of throwing it right back at them. "… And you can be sure," she continued without missing a beat, "that I will go about as far away as humanly possible from your classroom." 
 
    Miss Dialander's widened pupils threw daggers in Hannah's direction. 
 
    And then everything went quiet—too quiet. 
 
    Hannah's fiery response had clearly taken Miss Dialander by surprise. She wasn't used to students fighting back. But she most certainly wasn't going to let a teenager in her classroom talk to her that way. She'd always thought Hannah Bailey had far too high an opinion of herself. It was that Senator mother of hers—she just knew without a shadow of a doubt—who'd taught her daughter that she was above the rules. Well, this was her territory, and she wasn't about to tolerate disrespectfulness. 
 
    "Well, by all means, Miss Bailey, why don't you start your hiatus right now—in the principal's office." 
 
    "Anywhere's better than here," Hannah retorted. 
 
    She scooted her chair back hard, whipped her backpack up onto her shoulder, and flew out of the room, bypassing Principal Wayward's office on the way out to her car. 
 
    She definitely wasn't going to the principal's office like a little child. Let them punish her and see if she cared. Her mom was out of town. What were they going to do, sick Marie on her? 
 
    Hannah snorted. Miss Dialander, she knew, just wasn't used to someone responding to her theatrical proclamations. 
 
    She'll get over it, she thought. 
 
    Hannah had a sudden urge for fresh air. She needed to be outside. 
 
    This school was smothering her. 
 
    Gravel crackled beneath her feet as she made her way out to her Bronco. As she walked, she fumbled for her keys in her backpack. Once she'd grabbed them, she looked up and was surprised to see a guy leaning up against a black car parked right next to hers. 
 
    She'd never seen the guy or the car before, and both of them looked strangely out of place. The vehicle was sleek, and it looked like an expensive model. Like maybe a BMW or a Lexus. And the guy—if it was even possible—was even sleeker, like he'd just returned from auditioning for the lead in the remake of a Hollywood classic. 
 
    As she approached her car, his eyes never left her as he casually dragged on a cigarette. The way he looked at her was unnerving: he wasn't even attempting to hide the fact that he was staring at her. 
 
    Hannah had no idea who this person was. 
 
    He must be new, she thought. 
 
    But she noticed he looked older than most of the guys in her class. He'd probably had to repeat a year or two of school, she mused. 
 
    It didn't take her long to realize she'd have to pass right by him, actually come to within an arm's length of him, to get into her vehicle. He was leaning against the passenger side of his car, arms folded and feet crossed at the ankles. 
 
    And as much as he tried, he couldn't take his eyes off of her. Her straight, black hair framed her delicate features like a porcelain doll, and her crystal blue eyes, clearly offended by his blatant stare, threw shards of ice in his direction. 
 
    He'd never seen anyone so stunning. 
 
    Most guys would have been intimidated by her, but he matched her look of defiance with a nonchalant air. 
 
    He lived to be challenged. 
 
    While she unlocked her car, her back faced him. He unashamedly admired her tanned legs and shapely body. 
 
    Smoky air hovered around him and after a deep drag he exhaled in her direction, casting a net of smoke near the back of her neck. The smell instantly reminded Hannah of her father who'd been known to occasionally enjoy an expensive cigar. He'd also chewed tobacco, a somewhat undercover activity he'd long ago made her promise not to tell her mother. 
 
    Jackie Bailey detested smoking. She thought all tobacco products should be outlawed. 
 
    Hannah didn't mind it, in part, she supposed, because her mother hated it. In fact, she rather liked it. She'd always had an affinity for the smell. As a child, she'd filled her father's empty tobacco cans with dirt, and she would even, on occasion, stuff one in her back pocket just so she could be like him. She'd actually liked the gritty, yeasty taste of dirt. 
 
    Heck, back when she was a freshman, she'd even tried a couple of cigarettes. 
 
    But all of that was the last thing she was going to tell this idiot. 
 
    Out of the blue, while her key was still in the lock, she tossed him a comment over her shoulder. 
 
    "You know that'll kill ya." 
 
    His cool response, offered with an indifferent shrug and foreign accent, surprised her. "We all die sometime." 
 
    She wheeled around to face him. "Do I know you?" 
 
    He suddenly annoyed her, frustrated her. And she hated, absolutely detested, arrogant guys. Meeting some guy who thought he was God's gift to women was about the last thing she needed on an already lousy day. 
 
    "I know you," he said simply. 
 
    Her eyes flashed like lightning. 
 
    "You don't know me," she hissed. "Maybe you think you do, but you don't." Now, she was getting angry. Who did he think he was, anyway? 
 
    "You might be surprised," he offered. "Hannah Bailey, birthday November 19, 2012, daughter of Vance and Jackie Bailey, owners of Aspen Ridge Ranch. Only child—" 
 
    She shook her head in disbelief. How did he know these things? 
 
    "Are you like a stalker or something?" 
 
    He chortled good-naturedly and dropped the remaining cigarette on the ground between them, expertly moving his heel like a windshield wiper until it was all snuffed out. In one long stride, he was at her side. And then he looked away while parking his mouth close to her ear. "Actually," he whispered huskily as if sharing with her a conspiracy, "I'm an office aide, and your file came up as we went through the graduation records. So, I'm not exactly what you would classify as a stalker, but I probably am what you would call nosy." He offered his hand. "I'm Alexander." 
 
    She didn't take it. "Obviously, you already know my name, so I suppose we can bypass the ridiculous introductions." 
 
    She was not in the mood for this. Not after the day she'd had. The only problem was that this Alexander dude now stood between her and her car. And he'd unexpectedly flustered her… and she didn't fluster easily. Most guys didn't even remotely intimidate her. Yet he somehow did. Maybe it was the smoking. Maybe it was his rich, almost bottomless eyes which made her think of dipping strawberries into dark chocolate fondue. 
 
    "Will you please move out of my way so I can go home?" 
 
    "On one condition." 
 
    "What? A condition—what are you talking about?" This guy really was goofy. 
 
    "You must do one thing for me, and then I will gladly let you go home." 
 
    "For you? Are you insane? Forget it. I don't owe you anything, and I'm certainly not going to let you boss me around. What is your last name, anyway?" She seriously thought she might have to end up reporting this guy to the cops. 
 
    "Stastny. Alexander Stastny." 
 
    "A foreigner?" 
 
    "Yes. Exchange student." 
 
    "No wonder," she mumbled. And then added in as cynical a voice as she could muster, "And from where might that be?" 
 
    "Russia." 
 
    "Who are you living with?" 
 
    "The Radcliffs." 
 
    "As in Dr. Radcliff?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    Figures thought Hannah. The doctor was known as somewhat of a quack. 
 
    "Your English is good." 
 
    "I've studied it since I was young." 
 
    "Congratulations. I know Pig Latin." She sighed. She just wanted to get out of there. "So Russia, what's the condition?" 
 
    "This." He handed her an envelope. "You must promise me you won't open it until you get home." 
 
    "What's in it?" 
 
    "It's a secret." 
 
    "I don't like secrets," she retorted. 
 
    "You'll like this one. I guarantee it." 
 
    She was done with this nonsense. "Whatever, just let me get into my car. Before I scream." 
 
    He mockingly bowed as he moved to one side, indicating the direction of her door with his extended hand. Like some prince or something. 
 
    "Good-bye, Hannah," he said sweetly. 
 
    She scowled at him before climbing in. And then she didn't dare give him the satisfaction of another glance before spinning out her tires on the gravel parking lot. 
 
    His gaze followed her taillights until they disappeared behind a curve. 
 
    Annoyed and agitated, Hannah turned up the radio as loud as her stereo would go, tapping her fingers on the steering wheel, anything to get the Russian out of her head. 
 
    For some reason, though, no matter how hard she tried, she couldn't get his movie star face out of her mind. 
 
    Hannah didn't know exactly why, but she followed his silly instructions and didn't open the envelope until she got home. It wasn't like she was going to get into it while she was driving anyway. 
 
    Yet by the time she pulled into her driveway, she was so curious about the damn thing that she sprinted upstairs to her room, flopped onto her bed, and tore open the envelope. 
 
    Inside were three, crisp hundred dollar bills and a note which read: 
 
    Next time obey the speeding laws. 
 
    He must have seen her police escort. 
 
    Hannah's mouth curved up at the corners. 
 
    It sent her mind reeling in a thousand different directions, each of them ending with thoughts of Alexander Stastny. 
 
    She even dreamed about him that night. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 10—RETURN 
 
    The clock read five. Hannah always set it for six and then pushed snooze half a dozen times until she couldn't possibly afford to press it again without the likelihood of running late. If yesterday's run-in with the police was any indication, she knew she probably couldn't afford to have too many more belated starts. 
 
    But this morning was different. She was wide awake and fully alert well before her alarm was set to go off, and she was actually looking forward to the day ahead of her, eager at the prospect of what the day might bring. 
 
    She pulled the covers up under her chin and pushed back a pang of guilt that came out of nowhere. She'd experienced it lately whenever she tried to forget about recent events. 
 
    Boone had encouraged her to make a deliberate effort to keep looking forward and avoid looking in the rearview mirror. He'd told her to remember that her dad would have wanted her to resume her normal life. And she knew deep down he was right. 
 
    Most of the time it really had worked. But it still was a work in progress, and it still required a constant, daily effort to keep the other feelings at bay. 
 
    Even so, she noticed the passing of time had begun to dim the tragic events from her mind. Very slowly at first, but now with a faster degree of acceleration, time had started to replace the awful memories with more pleasant ones. She supposed it was nature's way of healing her heart and mind. 
 
    Altogether, the day spent with Boone at Driftwood Falls had launched her on a path toward a renewal of sorts, and school was definitely hastening the process by keeping her busy, even more so than her summer job at the veterinary clinic. 
 
    This morning, though, she knew she'd be lying if she denied the real reason for getting up early. 
 
    She had a spring in her step. 
 
    Her life was percolating again like a freshly brewed pot of coffee. 
 
    She curled her hair for the first time since the funeral. She layered on silvery eye shadow and painted her lips with a shimmery gloss that tasted like pink lemonade. Even the Rudolph pimple had mercifully retreated. 
 
    And while she readied herself for the day, the Russian occupied nearly every synapse of her brain. She'd never met anyone quite like him. He was unusual, intriguing, even mysterious. But at the same time he irritated her, was a pest… like how she'd always imagined a younger brother would be. 
 
    His stare though was penetrating, disarming, as if he read every one of her thoughts. 
 
    Just in the short time they'd interacted, he'd heightened each and every one of her senses. She felt alive, fresh, renewed as if she'd been caught in a summer storm and drenched to the bone by warm, thick raindrops. 
 
    Yet as exciting as he was, she couldn't put to rest some instinct deep inside of her that told her to stay away from him… a voice that said he was synonymous with danger. 
 
    So what if he was dangerous? She'd lived the first chapter of her life doing the expected and largely following the path of least resistance. And where had it gotten her? Nowhere. She was tired of conforming, tired of living the way everyone expected her to. 
 
    More than ever, she wanted her life to be meaningful. She wanted to be remembered when she was gone. 
 
    To hell with caution. 
 
    No one ever got anywhere being afraid. 
 
    Besides, there were many times lately when she'd felt closer to death than life anyway. 
 
    Dying didn't scare her anymore. When her time came, at least she'd join her dad. 
 
    After all, only a heartbeat separated them. 
 
    Yes, Alexander Stastny had certainly left her with more questions than answers. Like how could he have known about the ticket? She hadn't noticed anyone around when the police had stopped her. But it was very likely she'd just missed it. She was obviously distracted. 
 
    Or maybe the Russian was acquainted with the officer who'd given her the ticket. It was possible he'd talked to the policeman between the time she'd gotten the ticket and when he'd approached her. 
 
    Seriously though, who nowadays carried around hundred dollar bills in their wallet? Especially to school. 
 
    That was part of her mission today. She wanted answers. 
 
    She found Alexander sitting on the hood of his car, nose deep in the pages of a book. He was early to school and never late, a fanatic when it came to being on time. Only a handful of other cars were in the parking lot. 
 
    Hannah let her Bronco idle for just a couple of seconds before turning it off. She checked her hair in the mirror and took a deep breath before opening the door. 
 
    Sensing her movement, he stopped reading but kept his eyes on the pages in front of him. His head remained still. 
 
    "So it's you," he said without even looking at her. 
 
    "Well, aren't you clever," she snapped, parking her hip against the side of his car. 
 
    His face softened into a brilliant smile. 
 
    Hannah's heart leaped into her throat. She snatched the book from his grasp and stepped back from his reach. 
 
    "Whatcha reading? The Bible? This thing is a million pages long…" She turned it over in her hands and pretended to read the back. "Hmm… Winds of War… sounds incredibly… boring." 
 
    "It's just a novel." 
 
    "What kind of novel?" Her eyes met his. 
 
    "A story. From the Second World War." 
 
    "Mmm. Sounds heavy." 
 
    "It's actually quite fascinating." 
 
    "You like war stuff?" 
 
    "Yes. You might say I have a personal interest in it." 
 
    "World War II? Or just any war?" 
 
    "Both, really. But especially the Great Patriotic War—that's what we call the Second World War." His face hardened and his gaze momentarily abandoned her. "Family ties—lots of family who fought in the war. Many died." 
 
    Hannah looked at it closer and pinched it between her thumb and index finger. "My gosh, how many pages is it?" 
 
    He shrugged. "Around a thousand." 
 
    "I don't know how you can sit still for so long. I can barely make it through two hundred." 
 
    "You might find it interesting. It would perhaps surprise you to see how much the war still influences us." 
 
    "You mean Russia or America?" 
 
    "Both. But other countries, too. All around the world. The effects are still playing out, even though it has been about a hundred years." 
 
    "Yeah, I suppose so. I've always kinda been interested in the whole Nazi Germany thing." 
 
    "Sure," he said knowingly, "it's most intriguing." 
 
    She handed the book back to him. "I suppose I'll just stick to my romance novels." 
 
    Alexander set it down and leaped off the hood to stand next to her. His scent drifted over her, a spicy, almost exotic aroma of clover, sage and rosemary. She'd never smelled anything quite like him. About the closest thing to it was freshly cut hay. But even that didn't exactly describe it. It was probably some fancy Russian cologne. 
 
    Whatever it was enticed her, drew her to him like the scent of fresh bread baking in the oven. She had to fight off the sudden urge to want to nuzzle him. 
 
    Hannah settled for just breathing him in. 
 
    He was only inches from her… and the magnetic pull between them was almost visible. 
 
    Her body almost instinctively leaned into him, and her hands were wringing together in front of her waist. She glanced up at him, and their eyes intertwined. Her front tooth caught her bottom lip until she finally had to look away. 
 
    In what came out as a lighter shade of her former voice she said, "I've brought something for you." 
 
    Alexander's gaze darkened… Hannah felt as if it penetrated her body all the way through to her spine. 
 
    She whipped around to catch her breath and inadvertently placed her hand on her chest. She could feel her heart racing. What was he doing to her? She'd never felt this way with anyone before. And she'd known him for less than twenty-four hours. 
 
    All along, Alexander had known she'd seek him out. That's why he'd come to school even earlier than usual. They didn't have any classes together, and so he figured she was bound to catch up with him either before or after school. 
 
    He'd never met anyone quite like her. And now he was admiring her posterior while she was digging for something in her vehicle. 
 
    She fished through the Bronco for the container, still completely aware of his gaze fixed on her. There, she said to herself, grabbing the small box lodged beneath a seat. 
 
    By the time she turned around, Alexander's arms were folded across his chest. "And here I thought you'd come to school early just for the good company," he said dryly. 
 
    She handed him a small box wrapped in blue tissue paper. "You shouldn't have done it, Alexander." 
 
    "Done what?" He burrowed his hands in his pockets. 
 
    "Take it." 
 
    He shook his head. "It was a gift." 
 
    "It's too much. I can't accept it." 
 
    "So where are you going to get the funds to pay the ticket?" 
 
    "I have money in savings." Her nose raised in altitude. "Quite a lot of it, actually." 
 
    "But this way, you wouldn't have to tell your mom." 
 
    Her shoulders lifted and fell. "She's hardly home anyway. She'll probably never even find out. Besides, I have my own debit card." She tilted her head and studied him. "Alexander… why did you do it? You don't even know me. I'm a complete stranger—" 
 
    His penetrating eyes cut her off, and he held her gaze until she couldn't stand the intensity of it. 
 
    She'd started to blush and didn't want him to see it. 
 
    "Why do you think I did it?" he asked simply. 
 
    She looked straight at him. "Because you're a fool." She hesitated before continuing, "And you probably want something from me." 
 
    "I do, actually." 
 
    "And what might that be?" 
 
    "I want you." 
 
    His bluntness took her breath away. Yet from the moment she met him, she'd sensed that he actually did. Never had any guy said anything remotely like it to her. He really had the most nerve of anyone she'd ever met. And she was beginning to understand that he unnerved her. Half of the time the things he said made her speechless and the rest of the time they made her mad. Her only method of combat was to go on the defensive—or run. 
 
    She zipped up her backpack and stepped backwards. 
 
    Alexander closed the gap. 
 
    Her mouth clamped shut, and she shot him a scathing frown—the kind that said, "Just try it." 
 
    "Keep wishing, Russia," she said defiantly. "That is something you'll never have." 
 
    Hannah plopped the box onto the ground in front of Alexander's car and stormed off. 
 
    She could hear him laughing at her as she headed for the building. 
 
    Bastard, she thought. He'd used her to amuse himself. Typical of that kind of guy. 
 
    Alexander let her go. This time. 
 
    There will be plenty of times in the future, he said to himself, when she won't be able to leave. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 11—DISCOVERY 
 
    "The school called today." Jackie leaned forward on the countertop, her fingers strumming the granite. 
 
    Hannah pretended to ignore the comment and busied herself with her spaghetti, concentrating intently on twirling the pasta up onto her fork. Once loaded, she shoved the glob of noodles into her mouth, leaving splotches of sauce all around her lips. 
 
    "Hannah?" Jackie's voice lowered and assumed a parental "don't mess with me" tone. 
 
    Mouth closed, Hannah muttered something that sounded like "Aiy heerd yew," pointing at her chipmunk cheeks. It was all she could do not to roll her eyes. 
 
    At school, she hadn't heard from the front office since "the incident," and she hadn't been in Miss Dialander's class since the blowup. She'd been skipping art and going to the gym to shoot hoops. So, seeing how it was now Friday, she was hoping the little kerfuffle had blown over, or that everything had just been plain forgotten. 
 
    Obviously, she wasn't that lucky. 
 
    "Well, what happened? I got a call from Principal Wayward, and he said you were sent to the office but never showed." 
 
    Hannah washed down the spaghetti with her drink. Now she had a milk mustache, and she didn't even bother to use the napkin in her lap. "I guess I lost my temper." 
 
    Jackie's voice went flat. "You guess you lost your temper." 
 
    "Yep," she said, more snappily than she intended. 
 
    "Don't get snotty with me, young lady, or you're going to be in real trouble. And wipe that ridiculous mustache off your face." 
 
    Hannah pushed back her bowl and leaned all the way back in her chair, slouching so that her gaze was about level with the counter. Using the sleeve of her blouse, she removed the milk from her upper lip and then hugged her ribcage, staring blankly ahead of her as she semi-consciously battened down the hatches in preparation for the coming firestorm. 
 
    "Sit up, please," Jackie said. 
 
    She begrudgingly complied. 
 
    "And you'd better start to tell me what happened." 
 
    Hannah met her mother's gaze. "I had a bad day, Mom. That's all. One of my teachers said something that hit me wrong, and I fired back." She lifted and dropped her shoulders. "I'm only human." 
 
    Jackie cocked her head. 
 
    "And I apologized," Hannah offered in a mocking tone. 
 
    "But did you go to the principal's office—like you were told?" 
 
    Silence. 
 
    "Hannah?" 
 
    "Not exactly." 
 
    "What does that mean? Either you went or you didn't—" 
 
    "I went home." 
 
    Jackie's jaw tightened. "Hannah. I'm shocked at you. When you're told to do something, whether it's at home or at school, you do it, no questions asked. You are not above the rules. When you're finished with that bowl, why don't you head on up to your room for the night and think a little more about that. And don't even begin to make any plans for the weekend. You're grounded." 
 
    Hannah pushed back her chair with her legs, making a screeching sound on the wood floor, and headed up the stairs without another word. 
 
    All she knew was she wasn't about to let her mother ruin her evening. 
 
    * 
 
    She'd snuck out of her house before. 
 
    It was easy—out her bedroom window, onto the rooftop, and down the latticework on the side of the house. It was as if her room had been designed for it. The last time she'd done it, she was fourteen. Her mom and dad had been in the middle of a really nasty fight, and she'd been tired of the screaming and yelling. So, she'd escaped. 
 
    Which was exactly what she was doing right now. 
 
    Hannah figured there was just enough daylight remaining to be able ride the whole way to the Grassle Ranch without needing a flashlight. Not that she and Zane couldn't have done it blindfolded in the dark, but hey, it wasn't like this was a gold medal event at the Olympics. 
 
    Twilight was setting in as Hannah urged her horse into a steady gallop. Daylight's encore still lingered above her on the skyline in vertical streamers of amber and apricot. Soon, they too would retreat beneath the horizon's covers for another night, rejoining their master for bedtime, until rise and shine the next morning. 
 
    The air was choppy, almost shifty, as if segmented into pockets of warm and cold which made it feel like she was alternately passing from a sauna to a freezer within the course of several strides. Beyond the sounds of her own breathing and the constant rhythm of hooves, Hannah could hear the occasional bellow of cattle. And as she rounded a turn in the road, a barn owl swooped near her head. She ducked but was able to catch a glimpse of the creature's pancake face, his wide, fluorescent eyes obsessed with what was no doubt some sort of prey on the ground beneath her. 
 
    As Zane slowed to a trot, Hannah felt immediately like something wasn't right. Like someone was watching her. 
 
    She came to a stop and did a 360 all around her, squinting to see through the dusky haze. 
 
    She couldn't see anything. 
 
    But she was certain someone was watching her. 
 
    She could feel it. 
 
    The voice confirmed it. 
 
    There's someone out there. 
 
    Then, her father's words rang out in her mind. You're in danger. 
 
    * 
 
    Sicarius was nothing short of amazed. Astounded. Here it was nearly dark, and she was out in the woods all by herself. 
 
    By herself! 
 
    Blind little fool. 
 
    Did she not know her life hung in the balance? Of course, he knew that she didn't… but most knew better than to venture out alone at night. Didn't they? 
 
    Where he came from, bad things often happened to girls as bold as she. 
 
    Christ, just seeing her all alone was such a rush. 
 
    He knew he could do it right now… but now was not the right time. 
 
    Instead, he would follow her to see where she was going. 
 
    * 
 
    The distance to the Grassle's was three miles. Slightly unnerved by the sensation that someone was watching her, Hannah decided to go full throttle for the final stretch of it. She crouched in the position of a jockey, dug her heels into Zane's ribs, and pretended she was racing in the Kentucky Derby. 
 
    When she finally spotted the cluster of buildings, she pulled him into a canter. Steam floated from his body. Her thighs burned from clamping so tightly around his belly. She patted his neck and told him good job. 
 
    She decided against telling Boone about the strange feeling. Really, for the same reasons she'd never told him about her dad mentioning she was in danger. She didn't want to be a baby. And she didn't want him to worry about her. And besides, she was perfectly capable of taking care of herself. 
 
    Grassle Ranch & Enterprises was a virtual carbon copy of Aspen Ridge with a large main house, several outbuildings, and roughly half a dozen smaller houses for the ranch hands who oversaw the day-to-day livestock operations, ranging from calving to sale and everything in between. She knew Boone lived in one of these smaller houses some distance away from the main house, which was still occupied by his father. Hannah had never been inside of Boone's place, but she was hoping to change that tonight. 
 
    Her arrival, not surprisingly, was announced by a ragtag group of three dogs, whose owner emerged from the opening of a big red barn. Boone wore jeans and a T-shirt, and his hands were covered in grease, a portion of which had made its way onto one side of his cheek and nose. He grinned when he saw her, and was immediately reminded of the many sleepless nights he'd spent thinking about her. 
 
    Ever since Driftwood Falls, he hadn't been able to get Hannah Bailey off his mind. Her smooth lips touching his… her sensational body intersected with his. Man, it was enough to drive a guy crazy. He'd been putting in eighteen-hour days just to distract himself from her ghost. But it continued haunting him at night. And now here she was… real… live… in person. She looked nothing short of magnificent on her horse—other than his mom, Hannah was the best gal he'd ever seen at handling a horse. The raw excitement from just seeing her felt like a small geyser in his chest. He put his wrench in his back pocket as he made his way up alongside horse and rider. 
 
    "Well, well, well, looky what the cat dragged in." He put his arm on Zane's rump. "And what brings you over here at this time of night, Miss Bailey?" 
 
    She smirked. "Let's just say I'm running away from the Wicked Witch of Colorado." 
 
    "Ah…" his chin raised and lowered, "that again. And does she know you're here?" 
 
    "Nope." 
 
    "Don't you think you should call her?" 
 
    "Nope." 
 
    "Well then, what did you have in mind for this Friday evening, Miss Hannah?" 
 
    She looked right at him. "Anything but being at home." 
 
    "So I take it you're looking for an accomplice in your escape plan?" 
 
    "Exactly." 
 
    "I think I may be able to help you out in that department. If—" his pupils dove into the crystal waters of her gaze, "you give me a few minutes to clean up." 
 
    "Good." She smiled. 
 
    "Come on down from there," he said with a gleam in his eye. "I'll show you the homestead." 
 
    She hopped down, and he took the reins from her, tying her horse up to a nearby fencepost. 
 
    "Grab me that bucket over there, would ya?" He pointed to the nearest corner of the barn. 
 
    "Sure." She jogged over to retrieve it, and brought it to him at the spigot where he filled it with water and set it on the ground by the horse. 
 
    "There you go, boy," he said. Zane nuzzled his shoulder and then dropped his head inside the bucket. 
 
    "Ready to see the palace?" 
 
    "Oh, is that what it is? You could've fooled me." 
 
    "You never know," he replied. "Looks can be deceiving." 
 
    She grinned as she followed him up the front steps and onto the wraparound porch. 
 
    He opened the door for her and stepped aside so she could go in first. 
 
    The inside of his house was neat, tidy, and simply furnished. She plopped down in a black leather couch situated perpendicular to a freestanding fireplace. 
 
    Boone pulled the wrench from his back pocket and set it on the counter. "Give me five minutes," he said, disappearing behind a door she assumed led to his bedroom. The door closed, and then all of the sudden it cracked back open and out popped his head. "I almost forgot," he smiled. "There's soda in the fridge." 
 
    "Thanks," she said. 
 
    Hannah moseyed around the living space, mostly struck by how bare everything was. Walls without pictures, furniture without pillows, and empty kitchen counters, except for the dirty crescent wrench. The only thing that looked lived in was a lodge pole desk centered below a large picture window looking out onto a stream. On top of it, were three neatly stacked rows of papers, a silver laptop, and a ballpoint pen. Situated in front of the desk was a leather office chair with permanent indentations of an occupant on its cushions. 
 
    When she finally made it over to the refrigerator, things were just as sparse. On the door were two cans of soda, a handful of beers, and a half-full jug of milk. Across from the beverages, on the main shelves, were some eggs, lunchmeat, and condiments. 
 
    Good thing I'm not hungry, she thought. 
 
    Without even the slightest hesitation, she helped herself to one of the bottles of beer. 
 
    Just as soon as Hannah cracked it open—it had taken some hunting to find the bottle opener—she took a swig of it. Her face instantly puckered as if she'd just sucked on a lemon. She held the bottle out in front of her. This stuff is nasty, she thought, briefly wondering why everyone always made such a fuss about it… 
 
    The shower turning off interrupted her beer analysis. 
 
    Impressive, she thought with a glance at the clock. 
 
    She'd been timing him. Actually, she had an ongoing fascination with people who ran ahead of schedule, and he'd only been in there for three minutes. 
 
    She made a mental note to ask him how he did it. 
 
    Within another sixty seconds Boone had joined her, and his gaze immediately went straight to the bottle in her hand. 
 
    "I see you made yourself at home." 
 
    "Yep," she grinned. 
 
    "Don't you think you'd better trade that in for a less potent beverage?" 
 
    She shrugged. "I'm feeling adventurous tonight." 
 
    "I hadn't noticed." He went to the fridge and grabbed one for himself and then joined her on the couch. 
 
    Hannah sat angled toward him with both of her legs curled to one side. One of Boone's arms was situated along the back of the couch while the rest of his body faced her. They were only millimeters from touching. 
 
    "Well, what do you want to do tonight Hannah?" 
 
    It was such an open-ended question that it almost made her laugh. And he realized, just as soon as he'd said it, the rather awkward chain of thoughts it unleashed in both of their minds. He tried not to look embarrassed and then attempted to bandage it up. "What I mean is," he cleared his throat, "do you want to go to a movie or maybe go into town and get some ice cream?" 
 
    She pulled her mouth sideways. 
 
    He loved it when she did that. He'd never seen someone so expressive with their body language. When she did this particular maneuver with her face, all she needed were pigtails and cutoff shorts, and she'd look two years old. Except that she wasn't a little girl… anymore. And Boone was all too aware of it. 
 
    "That sounds like a lot of fun, but I'd probably better not be gone too long. My mom might notice. And get mad." 
 
    "Like she would if she knew you were having a beer." 
 
    "What she doesn't know won't hurt her. Besides," she jabbed his arm, "I'm under adult supervision." 
 
    "Yeah well, I don't think your mom would think too highly of me if she knew you were drinking in my house." 
 
    By now, Hannah had downed half of the beer, and she was beginning to understand its universal appeal. She'd never had alcohol before. She felt giddy to the point of being uninhibited. 
 
    "Don't you get lonely here all by yourself?" she inquired. 
 
    "Sure. Sometimes. But really I'm so busy that I only ever eat and sleep here. You know how it is on a ranch. The work never ends." 
 
    "But why is it you've never married?" She could tell her mouth was running faster than the control mechanisms in her brain, but she was actually enjoying the direction of the conversation. These were things she'd always wanted to know and, right at the moment, she didn't really concern herself with thinking about how Boone would take it. 
 
    "What is this? Interrogation night?" He got up and went into the kitchen and came back with some chips and peanuts. "Well, if you really want to know, I've had my chances, but I've never been one to do things just because everyone else does them. I operate on my own time frame, do things when I want as I want. Most of my friends are all married, lots of them even have kids, but just because they've all gone down that path doesn't mean I have to. Or want to. I'd much rather blaze my own trail." He threw down a handful of peanuts. "Besides," he chewed, "I'm particular. More particular than most people probably realize. I'm not exactly the type to settle for just any random person." 
 
    "You know my mom says you're the most eligible guy around." 
 
    "Yeah well, people always have opinions about things. Honestly though, it's about the furthest thing from my mind. I don't know." His eyes all at once held hers with a fierceness she hadn't seen coming. "I guess it would take just the right set of circumstances, just the right type of gal to make me want to tie the knot." 
 
    He dropped his eyes and suddenly shifted the conversation. "So, what about you, Hannah? I'm sure you've got a million and one guys following you around school." 
 
    For just an instant, her thoughts turned to Alexander… and how different he was from Boone. 
 
    "Hah, not hardly," she answered coolly. "Most of them bore me. To be honest, most of the time I'd rather just be by myself." 
 
    "I know exactly what you mean. You're smart to be that way and take your time. There's plenty of time for all of that later." 
 
    They talked for a couple more hours about life, about horses, about the future… really anything that crossed their minds. It was almost eleven when she started yawning. 
 
    "Am I boring you that much?" he teased. 
 
    "Naw, I'm just tired, I guess, from the week." 
 
    "Don't you think you'd better be getting down the road?" Boone felt a sudden ache at the thought of her leaving. 
 
    "I suppose," she said. "You know I could talk like this all night, though." 
 
    "Yeah, me too." 
 
    He got up and offered her his hand. She grabbed it, and he pulled her up from the couch. "Do you think I could use your bathroom before I go?" 
 
    "Sure. It's right through there." His eyes pointed the way. 
 
    While she was gone, Boone let himself wonder what it would be like if they were together… a couple. Could it work? Or would the nine-year age gap be too much? 
 
    Hannah felt a little weird being there in Boone's personal space. The smell of soap still lingered in the air. It reminded her of a pistachio salad. Like the front room, everything was orderly and in its place, and although nothing was fancy, it was surprisingly clean. And the toilet paper was even facing the correct direction! It was a pet peeve of hers for it to come under the roll. The proper position, she always maintained, was for the white stuff to slide off from the top of the roll. 
 
    When she emerged from the bathroom, a coat and flashlight were waiting for her. He'd set them on the back of his couch. 
 
    "I thought you could use these," he said. 
 
    "Oh, I'll be fine without them," she said lightly. 
 
    He slanted his head to one side and gave her a look she knew better than to cross. 
 
    He helped her into the coat. A termite tent couldn't have looked any bigger. 
 
    He stepped back from her with a look of intense concentration as if judging an animal at the fair, all while Hannah stared back at him with a look of incredulity, as if he'd just assured her that her outfit really did look fantastic when she knew full well it sucked, big time. 
 
    "Um, I think it's a little big," she finally said, cracking a smile. 
 
    They both started laughing. 
 
    "I think that's an understatement. You're so tiny," he said, "here, let me roll these up." He took the cuffs and folded them over several times until her hands came into sight. "There, that's better." 
 
    "Thanks, Boone." 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    "Ready?" 
 
    "Yep." 
 
    But when they went outside, his horse was standing next to Hannah's, all saddled up and ready to go. 
 
    Her head whipped around. 
 
    "You didn't think I'd let you go alone did you?" 
 
    "Boone, I'm perfectly fine by myself. I am a big girl, you know." 
 
    "I know you are. But I thought it might be more fun to go together. Besides, I could use the fresh air." 
 
    "I don't need you to come with me." 
 
    "I know you don't," he said. "Maybe I want to come with you." 
 
    When he put it like that, it was difficult to refuse. "I guess." She smiled. "It will be more fun this way." 
 
    "Exactly," he grinned. 
 
    They raced for a good part of the way, and when they got to within view of Hannah's house, he rode up close beside her. 
 
    "I think I'd better sign off here," he said, "before anyone thinks I kidnapped you." 
 
    "Good idea." Her lips fell open as if she was just about ready to say something. But she didn't. 
 
    Boone looked away and then back. Ever since kissing her, he'd wanted to do it again… bad. An addict desperate for another drink. 
 
    He leaned over slowly and brushed her cheek with his lips. She looked at him with her mouth still gaping. 
 
    She could get used to this. 
 
    So could he. 
 
    He smelled the beer on her breath. Dang, she really was irresistible. This time he moved more swiftly. He caught her at the waist and pulled her out of her saddle so he could properly kiss her… right on the lips. 
 
    And this time, his tongue penetrated the surface… but only for a fleeting moment. 
 
    It was just long enough to leave her wanting more. 
 
    Then, without a word, Boone grinned and broke out into a gallop, riding out into the darkness, backtracking along the road they'd just come down together. 
 
    Hannah didn't move until every last trace of him disappeared into the night. 
 
    * 
 
    She was pretty sure no one had missed her. After she'd made her way back into her bedroom, Hannah got herself ready for bed, only to realize that she wasn't even the slightest bit sleepy. Something inside of her was stirred and, as she was sitting on the edge of her bed trying to figure out exactly what it was, her stomach growled. She looked at the time. It was a little after midnight. 
 
    She then remembered that she hadn't finished her spaghetti… and the deviled eggs Marie had fixed for the weekend were all of a sudden calling her name. 
 
    Apparently her little adventure had worked up an appetite. 
 
    Rats, she said as she tiptoed down the stairs to get some grub. The light was on in her mom's study, and the door was barely open. She would have to be extra careful and quiet. 
 
    She made her way to the kitchen and grabbed a paper plate, loading it with a few of Marie's eggs, a string cheese, and a candy bar. 
 
    She was carefully sneaking past the office door, when she overheard four paralyzing words: 
 
    "I love you, too." 
 
    Her entire plate of food crashed to the floor. 
 
    She was dumbfounded… almost too shocked to even respond to the eggs that had splattered barely a centimeter from her moccasins. Her hands began to tremble and her knees were suddenly weak. 
 
    No way, she told herself, it couldn't be… 
 
    Her mother's sensual laughter confirmed any remaining doubts about what she'd just heard, and it snapped Hannah back into reality like cold water to the face. Without delay, she had to wipe up the floor and do it fast. She was tempted to wait a few more minutes and continue eavesdropping, but she realized—not without a substantial degree of irritation—that her first priority was to take care of the mess. 
 
    As it turned out though, she was actually able to listen to some more of the exchange while she was wiping up small pieces of egg yolk. 
 
    She only regretted not being able to hear the other end of her mother's conversation. 
 
    "Of course, I miss you." Who did she miss? 
 
    "I'll be back sometime toward the end of next week." Really, this could be anyone. 
 
    "Yes, soon, soon, I'm sure." What will be happening soon? 
 
    "But you know as well as I do that it can't be too fast." What can't happen fast? 
 
    "Don't worry, everything's on schedule." What's on schedule? 
 
    "Sometime before Christmas." What was going to happen before Christmas? 
 
    Then, Hannah caught a glimpse of her mother through a slit in the door. 
 
    Jackie's feet were propped up on her desk, and her straw-colored hair fell loose past her shoulders. She was twisting a strand of it around her index finger and then releasing it. 
 
    It was a side of her mom which she hardly ever saw. And Hannah knew that her tones and mannerisms weren't the ones her mother would use with just anyone. 
 
    Rage began to fester inside of her. She made her way back into the kitchen and threw away the contraband food. 
 
    One thing was for damn sure: she was going to find out who it was. 
 
    The last bits Hannah heard were "Can't wait to see you, too," followed by another sickening declaration of love. 
 
    Disgusting, Hannah thought. 
 
    When she recognized the sound of her mother's computer shutting down, she slipped quietly into the nearby coat closet. There, in the confined space, the only light a two-inch gap along her toes, she began to process everything she'd overheard. 
 
    She shivered and swore under her breath. 
 
    Since when had she started swearing anyway? 
 
    Her parents had always strictly prohibited her from having what they called a "potty mouth." Not like both of them didn't utter the occasional cuss word when the situation suited them. Still, it wasn't like she consciously woke up one day and decided to add a few foul words to her vocabulary list… it had just happened. 
 
    Kind of like all of the other shit going on around her. 
 
    There, she'd said another one. And it felt good. Lately, she'd had her share of situations that made her want to shout profanity from every rooftop across the country. 
 
    To hell with everyone… especially her mother. 
 
    How could she even begin to think of having a relationship with someone other than her father? 
 
    And so soon after his death? 
 
    Who would ever even think of it? 
 
    It made Hannah's stomach churn. 
 
    For heaven's sake, he'd only been gone a little while, and here was her mother making plans to meet up with someone else… and telling the person that she loved him. 
 
    Hannah wanted out. To get away. From everything. Like never before. 
 
    But how could she? She had to finish up her last year of high school, had to walk down the aisle at graduation in order to head off to college. That meant some eightish more months here in Durango before she could flee the coop. 
 
    Geez was she ever ready. 
 
    She'd leave tonight if there were a way for it to happen without some serious consequences. 
 
    Her mom switched off the light in her office. 
 
    Hannah held her breath. 
 
    And then she finally exhaled when she heard the shower running upstairs. 
 
    Armed with a flashlight she'd found in her hiding spot, Hannah entered the Lioness' Den. 
 
    And there, charging on an end table was her mom's cell phone. She shook her head. This whole charade of her mother's was out of control. She was going to get to the bottom it. 
 
    Hannah wrapped the Bluetooth around her ear and brought up the last number called. Hmm. She recognized the area code as a DC number. Interesting. 
 
    She pushed send. The phone instantly recognized the number, and a name popped up on the screen: Paul Home. 
 
    Home? So, she's close enough to this guy that she's calling his home? 
 
    After three rings, "Paul" picked up. 
 
    While Hannah breathed heavily into the Bluetooth—she hoped it might intimidate him—she scrolled down the contacts list until she found a match: Paul Hurley. 
 
    Lovely, her mother now had a Boy Toy. 
 
    In the meantime, the man had said hello six times. Then, in a confused voice, causing every muscle in Hannah's face to contract, the man said, "Jackie, is that you?" 
 
    It took every bit of self-control not to say something really foul into the phone. 
 
    She finally just hung up on him. And then sprinted up the stairs to her room. 
 
    * 
 
    Boone was still awake. He'd been out tending to a lame horse. 
 
    Hannah was surprised to get a quick response from him. "U sure bout this?" 
 
    "Absolutely… even know his name." 
 
    "Wow… u okay?" 
 
    "Not really. Even said she loved him." Hannah couldn't stop the tears. Although this time, they came from being livid. Furious. She was angry at the whole situation and especially mad it had bothered her so much. 
 
    "Seriously?" Boone couldn't believe it. He'd always known Jackie was selfish, but this was going way too far. Especially so soon after everything that had happened. 
 
    "Yep." 
 
    "How long together?" 
 
    "Longer than I want to think about." Hannah was glad he couldn't see her crying. 
 
    "Be strong. You'll get through this like everything else." He wished he was there to hug her. Comfort her. Like he'd wanted to so many times lately. Especially since that day… 
 
    "For how much longer tho? Why all of this bad stuff?" 
 
    "Who knows? But I'll always be here. Be the same." 
 
    "Thanks. But when will things get better?" She suddenly longed to be near him. Touch him. 
 
    "Soon. I promise. Glad u texted me. Feel free to anytime. And hang in there." 
 
    As they signed off for the evening, Hannah realized that Boone wasn't calling her kiddo anymore. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 12—REPORT 
 
    Sicarius reported back to headquarters every other week. Sometimes, he'd actually travel to meet with them face-to-face and at other times, he'd send a runner. 
 
    If given the choice though, he much preferred to initiate the visit. 
 
    On rare occasions, members of the Sperari would drop in on him. Whenever they showed up—they never gave advance warning—he couldn't help but feel like they were spying on him. 
 
    Checking in to make sure he was competent. 
 
    It irritated him, to say the least. Inevitably, he'd go down the list of reasons for their unannounced visit in his mind… Had something given them cause to think he had compromised the objective? Had the target changed? Did they not realize these things took time? 
 
    It wasn't like you could eliminate someone completely out of the blue without serious ramifications… well, in some cases you could, but not this one. 
 
    This particular assignment was delicate, required a considerable amount of patience and careful planning. Not to mention the crucial aspect of gathering intelligence—a move which, in this case, preempted the actual assassination. 
 
    Getting proximity to the target was essential. And they knew it. 
 
    Besides, hadn't he proved time and again he was loyal and trustworthy? 
 
    He was always working for the Cause. Would always be a champion of freedom. 
 
    Never once had he given them reason to doubt him. 
 
    His report to Hans and Sophie this time was simple. Target identified. Still powerless. Mapping daily patterns. Estimated time of completion: three months. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 13—TROUBLE 
 
    On Monday morning during first period, the office aide delivered the referral slip. 
 
    Nothing like starting off a new week with a trip to see the principal. And even though Hannah had half expected it, she'd also wished that the episode with Miss Dialander would just blow over like bad service at a restaurant: the food would be so good that the lousy waitress who talked too much, wore too much perfume, and brought mustard instead of ketchup, would be long forgotten. 
 
    Fat chance. Not with her luck lately. The problem was, Hannah figured, she was definitely not the next Picasso, so Miss Dialander had nothing to lose by holding her to the fire. 
 
    As she entered the front office, the secretary was nowhere in sight and Principal Wayward's door was ajar. Hannah peeked inside. He caught the movement out of the corner of his eye, and with a clap of his feet to the floor he slapped down the lid on his computer, told her to come in, and rolled away from his desk. 
 
    Button eyes in a corner of the room watched Principal Wayward's every move. 
 
    Lymas, a Scarlet Chested Parakeet, was the companion Wayward brought to work with him every day. The bird's flashy potpourri of coloring—lime green, cotton candy blue, lemon yellow, all complimented by a cherry-infused tuxedo—reminded Hannah of a rainbow snow cone mix. Every day, the critter would hitch a ride to school on the principal's shoulder and then perch from eight to five on the branch of a Ficas tree. Lymas was known to be moody, and it was rumored he had a nasty mouth. 
 
    Last spring, Eliza had been summoned to Principal Wayward's office for French-kissing her boyfriend in front of visiting elementary students in the library, and she claimed to have heard the parakeet utter the granddaddy cussword of them all—the phrase that started with an "f" and ended with "you." 
 
    "Ah, Miss Bailey," the principal said. "I've been expecting you." 
 
    Lymas chimed in. "Hannah," he said in a robotic voice, as if correcting his owner. 
 
    Principal Wayward ignored him, gesturing toward a pair of seats, one of which he plopped down into. 
 
    "Well, now," he crossed his legs, "how are things going?" 
 
    "Fine." She smiled sweetly. 
 
    He'd always liked this girl. Known her since she was little. Good kid. Tough stuff that her father had passed away. Naturally, he'd known Vance Bailey—a real big financial supporter of the school. And the fact that her mother was a Senator was also not lost on him. He knew under these circumstances he had to put Hannah Bailey in her place, but not react too harshly. It was a balancing act, something he was used to. Not once in his thirty-year career had he ever benefitted from punishing a kid from this exclusive type of background too severely. 
 
    Parents were sensitive about their ducklings, particularly when the precious darlings came from the largest pond in the swamp. 
 
    "Now, Hannah, that's not what Miss Dialander said." His golf ball eyes appeared as if they were about to completely disrobe. "And," he elongated the word, "it's not like this is the first time you've visited my humble abode." 
 
    No response. 
 
    Hannah had learned from experience that in these types of scenarios it was best to say as little as possible. For two reasons, really. First, to avoid appearing overly anxious to justify her actions. Talking like an out of control fire hose just increased, in her mind, the odds of backing herself into a corner. And second, the art of playing dumb and not saying much—which was, by the way, something she'd practically mastered—would likely conjure up feelings of pity from the opposing party and make them more lenient in their sentencing. 
 
    In her experience, more talking generally equaled more trouble. 
 
    "Tell me what happened, Hannah." 
 
    So much for the silent treatment. 
 
    He was going to force her to speak. Well, then, she'd make him wring it out of her, like squeezing water out of a drenched towel. Which was not fun. And it was practically impossible to extract everything out of it. 
 
    She shrugged. "I don't know." 
 
    "I think you do." He raised his eyebrows and tilted his head, a move she knew might intimidate others… but it only made her want to laugh. When he assumed his so-called serious look, his peppered brows, strung together by a thong of wayward hairs, looked like fuzzy caterpillars doing push-ups. 
 
    Hannah sucked her cheeks into her teeth to keep from giggling. Focus, she told herself, you don't want to make him more cross than he already is. 
 
    "I guess she got angry." Her lips meshed together and then released before adding, "So did I." 
 
    "Did you apologize?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Was it sincere?" 
 
    "Kind of." 
 
    "Were you disrespectful?" 
 
    "Maybe." She hesitated before adding, "A little." No point in accepting every single morsel of the blame. 
 
    "Well, you know we can't have you acting like that to a teacher. I expect a written apology submitted to her by the end of the day. And please give me a copy." 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    "And you behave from now on," he said sternly. "Let's have a nice senior year, and that way you can coast to the finish line." 
 
    "Bite me." It was Lymas from his corner. 
 
    Hannah gasped and immediately bit her tongue to keep from laughing. 
 
    Principal Wayward was not pleased. 
 
    "Hush, Lymas," he scolded, "don't talk like that." 
 
    The animal swiveled his neck toward its owner. "Bite me," he repeated. 
 
    Wayward awkwardly cleared his throat as though needing to remove some phlegm from his sinuses. "Um, yeah, well that's all for now, Hannah. Thanks for coming in." He obviously wanted her out of there before Lymas said it again. He shooed her out of the doorway like a homeowner getting rid of a stray cat. "Have a good day now. And don't you forget that apology…" 
 
    She paused with her hand on the doorknob. "Mr. Wayward?" 
 
    He looked up. 
 
    "I'm sorry for behaving so badly. I've just been a little on edge lately." She shrugged. "I guess with everything going on…" 
 
    Principal Wayward walked over to where she stood and briefly touched her arm. "Hannah, I hope you know how sorry we all are. I know it's been hard for you. If there's anything, anything at all I can do to help make things better for you, I'm here." 
 
    "Thanks, Mr. Wayward." 
 
    "Now you head on back to class." 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    As Hannah left, she thought she heard Lymas say "Screw You." 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 14—DATE 
 
    The glass-paned office door etched with diagonal, crisscrossed lines slammed behind her. 
 
    Whew, was she glad to be out of there. The place had always reminded her of a prison. 
 
    Without so much as a glance back, Hannah took off down the empty hallway when all of a sudden a hand grabbed her shoulder. 
 
    It startled her, and she wheeled around so fast that Alexander didn't have time to stop before his body smacked right into hers. 
 
    It stunned them both and, for a brief moment as their bodies collided, everything shifted into slow motion. Except for his dancing eyes. 
 
    Alexander hadn't meant to scare her, but he was nevertheless pleased with the close encounter. The mounds of her breasts against his chest had quickened his heartbeat and shortened his breaths. She enamored him, engrossed him. Enticed him. 
 
    Hannah felt it too. His taut body sent shivers along her spine, and his smell reminded her of the men's perfume counter at Macys. She couldn't help but feel small and vulnerable standing next to all six and a half feet of him. 
 
    But his grin quickly faded when she pushed hard up against his chest. "What do you think you're doing?" she demanded. 
 
    Although she'd enjoyed being so near to him, she wasn't about to give him the satisfaction of knowing it. 
 
    "I could ask the same of you," he said. My goodness, this girl is moody, he thought. 
 
    "Well, that's an easy one. I've—" she had to catch her breath, "—been to see the principal." 
 
    "Oh really?" 
 
    "Yeah, I visit him to get weekly updates on his parakeet." 
 
    "That's funny," Alexander replied, "I thought the referral said you were in trouble." 
 
    Color rushed into her cheeks. "You sure have nerve, Russia." 
 
    "About as much nerve as you have attitude," he countered. 
 
    He loved this battle of wits they seemed to play every time they ran into each other. 
 
    "Actually," he said self-assuredly, "I came to find you. To ask you out." He stepped toward her, and then added, "On a date." 
 
    Hannah folded her arms and puffed out air between her lips in a "Pffh" sound. "That's not going to happen," she said, retreating away from him. But after only a few steps, her back slammed against a wall of lockers, and the sudden realization that she had nowhere to escape to made her feel like a teapot on a burner left on high. 
 
    "What, are you afraid?" He moved in. 
 
    "Most certainly not. And, just for the record," she glared, "I'm not afraid of anything. I just don't date guys like you." 
 
    "And guys like me are…?" 
 
    "Arrogant. Self-absorbed. They think every girl on Earth is madly in love with them." 
 
    "Really." He smiled. He'd raised one arm and propped it up against the wall above her, so that his body was kitty-corner to hers and their hips were almost touching. 
 
    God, he was like a magnet. And for some reason, the closer he got, the closer she wanted him. 
 
    "Yes, really," she said, with a little less defiance than she intended. 
 
    "Well, I think it's just a cover." 
 
    "A cover?" 
 
    "Because you're too scared." 
 
    "That's absurd and you know it." She straightened her posture and played chicken with his stealthy gaze. "Nothing scares me." 
 
    "Then go out with me." 
 
    "No." 
 
    "You're afraid." 
 
    "I am not." 
 
    "Then do it." 
 
    "Maybe I will." 
 
    "Good. I'll call you." 
 
    "I said maybe." 
 
    "Maybe means yes in my book." 
 
    "Fine. Have it your way. Do you want my number?" 
 
    "Don't bother," he said nonchalantly. "I'll look it up in the office." 
 
    Hannah stood there half-stunned and half-excited, and still not entirely sure about what just happened. 
 
    But as Alexander walked away, she realized, with an unexpected surge of satisfaction, that she was actually looking forward to the face-off. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 15—MYSTERY 
 
    It was the weirdest thing. Hannah thought she was just seeing things, but it wasn't like she had bad eyesight. She had perfect vision—better than twenty-twenty, in fact—at least with her contacts in. Not that she wasn't blind as a bat without them, but hey, she knew what she saw when she saw it. 
 
    And nothing could quite convince her that she had imagined it… 
 
    Without question, she most definitely didn't believe in paranormal experiences. She was a practical, normal, God-fearing girl who believed in heaven and hell, but not anything crazy like ghosts or witches or tiny leprechauns that hung out at the end of rainbows. 
 
    At least that's what she always had believed about herself, and what she always liked to think was true. 
 
    But after the latest incident, she wasn't sure what she believed anymore. 
 
    It was a week after she'd agreed to go on a date with Alexander. Marie had texted Hannah to stop by the grocery store after school and pick up some ingredients for dinner. When Hannah pulled into the parking lot, she noticed Alexander's car already there. A twitter of excitement swirled in her belly. She had talked to him a few times since they'd agreed to go on the date, but he had a different class schedule than hers, and their paths rarely intersected during the course of a normal school day. Unless, of course, he filled out an office referral slip—which he'd already done a couple of times just to get a few minutes alone with her. 
 
    Hannah pulled her vehicle into an empty spot next to his and rushed inside the supermarket to see if she could find him, ignoring the people panhandling for food and money outside the store. 
 
    Inside, white-tiled floors were filled with metal carts, commandeered by women whose hands juggled between driving the thing and containing three-year-old escape artists, all while clutching a smoothed-out grocery list rescued from the gum-riddled bottom of a purse. Determined—almost pained—looks were carved across many of their faces as they attempted to locate items for the evening's dinner while wrestling with Johnny-Snot-Nose. One little boy Hannah passed by was balling his eyes out with a half-eaten, half-melted candy bar in his chubby little hand. 
 
    For once, Hannah was glad she didn't have any siblings. 
 
    The scene was a rat race, everyone anxious to get the goods and get the hell out. 
 
    Basket in tote, Hannah clipped along at a fast pace, glancing up and down each aisle in an attempt to locate Alexander. She covered the whole store twice—even knocked on the door of the men's restroom—but she still couldn't find him. Frustrated, she settled for a few samples of cinnamon rolls in the bakery and then headed to fetch the spices for Marie's meatloaf, when she finally spotted him at the far end of the produce section. His back was to her, and he was holding something in his hands. 
 
    She called out to him, but he didn't seem to hear her. 
 
    For some reason—she couldn't entirely explain why—she tucked herself behind a nearby end cap and just watched him. 
 
    His fitted gray sweater and black slacks outlined every lithe contour of his body—a debonair look Hannah was certain would qualify him for the cover of GQ. His graceful limbs—effortlessly moving from the pineapples to the green peppers—reminded her of those on a dancer's body. Only he didn't seem entirely interested in the produce. She could tell his attention was focused on his cell phone. 
 
    Probably, like her, he was looking at his list of items to purchase. 
 
    But then again she wasn't entirely sure. She wished she could see what was on his screen. He'd stopped in front of the potatoes for what seemed longer than was necessary. 
 
    Just when she'd made up her mind to approach him, he vanished. 
 
    Right in front of her eyes. 
 
    Like literally, poof. One second he was there, and the next he was gone. 
 
    And he was nowhere in sight. 
 
    Mouth gaping, Hannah stood up fast and accidentally knocked some Twinkies to the floor. She hastily put them back on the shelf and scurried over to where she'd last seen Alexander, looking around for any signs of him. But there were none. Not even a trace. 
 
    Hannah began to feel funny after realizing that she didn't even know what she was looking for, or what she expected to find. 
 
    He wasn't here. Nothing was. 
 
    She was a crime inspector without a crime. 
 
    All she knew was one of two things had taken place: either the whole thing was a figment of her imagination or what she had seen was actually real. 
 
    She blinked a few times and rubbed her eyes. She was fairly certain there wasn't anything wrong with her eyes. She could read all of the prices in the store, even on the signs far away. 
 
    Wait… could she have possibly missed him leaving the produce section? Maybe there'd been some sort of an emergency, and Dr. Radcliff had summoned him home. There had to be some explanation… 
 
    People don't just disappear. 
 
    She abandoned the shopping basket and rushed outside to the parking lot, her mind a tornado of swirling, contradicting thoughts. She'd completely forgotten about Marie's shopping list. 
 
    Yet in her gut, Hannah knew. 
 
    Alexander had vanished. 
 
    She wasn't crazy. And she wasn't the type to imagine these types of things. At least she didn't think so. She'd sensed something mysterious about him… from the very beginning. 
 
    And then wham. 
 
    She'd been running out to the parking lot, eager to get back to her vehicle, when she rounded the bumper of a car and collided with someone. 
 
    The woman—who had to be three, maybe four times Hannah's age—dominoed to the ground with a gasp, landing square on her backside with her feet sprawled out in front of her like two chopsticks. Her purse, which looked more like a knapsack, tumbled right to the pavement along with her. 
 
    "Oh my gosh, excuse me," Hannah exclaimed. "I'm so sorry. I was in a hurry and—can I help you up?" 
 
    "Yes, yes, thank you." Cream gloves accepted Hannah's outstretched hand. "Nothing broken," she answered with a heavy accent, "it's quite alright, quite alright, I'm sure. I am fine, really." 
 
    The woman wore a hooded cloak which fastened at the sternum, and as she moved to get up, the hood fell, and wave upon wave of auburn hair spilled out and onto her shoulders. Her dazzling locks were punctuated by green eyes which pierced directly into Hannah's gaze. 
 
    Hannah froze. Her head angled to one direction as a strange sensation overcame her: a strong sense of recognition alerted in the farthest reaches of her memory… she had a feeling she'd encountered this woman before. 
 
    Before she could stop, Hannah blurted out, "Do I know you?" 
 
    For a split second, the woman's gaze flitted away and then back. "How would you, my dear?" she said. "I just moved here. From Germany." The woman chuckled as she wiped off her clothes. "My, my," she said good-naturedly, "and here I was just coming to get some food to fill my cupboards." 
 
    Hannah's hands came to rest on her hips. "You look so familiar. I get this feeling that we have—" 
 
    The woman cut her off. "Not unless you've been to Germany, young lady. And you hardly look old enough for such a trip." 
 
    Hannah smiled. Of course, the woman was right. How could she possibly know her? She was a complete stranger obviously from a foreign country. And then she suddenly remembered the real reason for rushing through the parking lot—to find Alexander. She really did need to get going. 
 
    "You're sure you're all right?" 
 
    "Of course, of course. It is nothing—really." 
 
    "Well, I'm sorry again for knocking you over. And have a nice day," Hannah offered the woman a friendly wave and moved hurriedly toward her car, her mind, once again, preoccupied with finding Alexander. 
 
    "Yes, yes, thank you dear." The woman remained motionless, observing her until she was no longer in view. Then, the woman muttered under her breath, "You have a nice day, too… Hannah." 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 16—CLASS 
 
    Fifth period was about as boring as you could get. Literature. Hannah's least favorite subject. And, worst of all, they were reading about some idiot with a name Hannah had butchered in front of the whole class. 
 
    How was she to know it wasn't pronounced Don Quicks-Oat? 
 
    It had given everyone a good a laugh. 
 
    Mr. Wainwright had even laughed so hard that tears rolled down his face. 
 
    "Could this story get any more stupid?" Hannah whispered across the aisle to Eliza during silent reading. "I mean if I want to read a story, I want to read it and enjoy it. Not dissect it like the frogs in biology class, and then analyze it to death trying to find the hidden meaning of the author." 
 
    "Amen, sister," Eliza mouthed back. "Why don't you suggest that to Mr. Wainwright?" 
 
    "Hah, very funny. You know as well as I do that I'd end up right back in the principal's office. But—" Hannah passed a can of soda under the table, "—at least we've got this to keep us awake." 
 
    Mr. Wainwright's voice interrupted them. "Ah, Miss Bailey and Miss Zumwalt… and what are we dining on this afternoon? Caviar and champagne, I assume? I do hope you have enough to share with the rest of the class." 
 
    Books thudded on desktops around the room as dozens of eyes turned in their direction, some glaring as if they'd been interrupted from a five-star movie. 
 
    "Now you've done it," Eliza snapped, shoving the can back into her palm like a hot potato. 
 
    Hannah scrambled for the right words. 
 
    "Uh, no Mr. Wainwright," she said formally. "We don't drink alcoholic beverages." 
 
    There were snickers around the room. 
 
    Next, she cupped her hands around her mouth, lowered her voice, and whispered to him as if sharing an exclusive secret, "I had to have something to down my allergy medicine with." 
 
    Which was actually the truth, although she was 99.999% certain he didn't believe her. 
 
    Wainwright's face looked like a squeezed grapefruit. 
 
    Here it comes, thought Hannah, another visit to Lymas & Friends. And who knew what the Fruit Loop Bird would chirp out this time… 
 
    Precisely at that very moment, though, the classroom door swung open. 
 
    Evidently on this day, the school gods were on Hannah's side, because in walked Alexander Stastny. 
 
    "Excuse me, Mr. Wainwright," Alexander said primly as he handed over a yellow slip of paper and began scanning the room, his eyes coming to rest squarely on Hannah. 
 
    Her heart did a cartwheel as his gaze possessed her. 
 
    "Welcome to the class, Mr… uh…" Wainwright searched for Alexander's surname on the slip, "Uh-em… Mr. Stastny." 
 
    By the time he'd discovered it, the Russian had already parked himself in an empty desk—right next to Hannah. 
 
    "Folks, we're going to continue reading Don Quixote for the rest of class, only this time we're moving to partner reading." Everyone groaned. "Choose your partner but, please note (sharp glance at Hannah), food and beverages aren't allowed until halftime—I mean lunchtime—which, alas, for those of you who haven't yet figured it out (another glance her way), has already come and gone. Please begin." 
 
    Quick matches were made by even quicker glances exchanged around the room. 
 
    Hannah couldn't believe it. Fate had, once again, intervened—but this time in a nice way. 
 
    Maybe this guy was good luck after all. 
 
    "You ready?" He'd already scooted his desk next to hers. 
 
    "But Eliza and I are partners—" 
 
    "She won't care." He turned to Eliza and flashed a luminous smile. "Would you mind, Eliza, if I borrow your friend for a little while?" 
 
    Eliza practically melted in his charm. "Oh yeah, of course, you two go together. I'll join up with Mellow Yellow." 
 
    Right then, Craig Olsen, a friendly guy with freckles all over his face and arms and canary yellow hair—hence the nickname Mellow Yellow—had motioned for Eliza to join him. 
 
    "Are you sure, Liza?" Hannah asked. 
 
    "Absolutely." She grinned, adding, "Do you really think I want you to get me in trouble again?" She got up and grabbed her backpack. "Have fun with the foreigner," she mouthed in Hannah's ear. "And see you in gym class." 
 
    Hannah looked at Alexander. "I thought we didn't have any classes together," she said, still confused as to how he'd managed to appear out of nowhere. 
 
    "We do now," he replied, his lips twitching in amusement. "I arranged a transfer." 
 
    She couldn't help but grin. 
 
    After they'd read some half-dozen pages, she decided to quietly press him about what she'd seen. 
 
    "I saw you yesterday," she said. 
 
    "Mmm." 
 
    "In the grocery store." 
 
    "Yes," he seemed thoughtful for only a moment, "people do frequently visit stores to purchase items for popular consumption." 
 
    "What were you doing?" she asked. 
 
    "What do people usually do in a grocery store?" 
 
    "But I saw you… one minute you were there and then the next…" she lowered her voice to barely above a whisper, "the next you were gone." 
 
    She'd gotten his attention. 
 
    But he'd also gotten hers. 
 
    While she'd been firing off questions, he'd moved his chair so near to her that their thighs touched. Meanwhile, his hand—hidden by the large textbook—had snaked its way up the sleeve of her blouse, at the same time that his thumb began caressing the surface of her arm in a wax-on, wax-off motion that was driving her crazy. 
 
    Her breaths became short and shallow. Her eyes glossed over, and she had to close them to even begin to regain her composure. 
 
    All at once, she had to really concentrate to remember what she'd even been talking about. 
 
    His touch had bewitched her, intoxicated her. 
 
    Hannah knew full well that he was diverting her attention, and a large part of her didn't even care. A large part of her wanted just as much as he was willing to give. 
 
    Somehow though, she managed to steady her heartbeats and salvage her sense of self-control just in time to return to the task at hand. 
 
    From somewhere, she found her voice. "Alexander, I know what you're doing. I'm not stupid." 
 
    "I know you're not." 
 
    "Well, then, answer my question. How is it that you managed to disappear?" 
 
    An immediate hardness fell across his face at the same time as his touch abandoned her. 
 
    "I think you need to have your eyes checked." 
 
    "No," she challenged, "I don't. I think there's something you're not telling me. Something you don't want me to know." 
 
    "I think there are many things about yourself that you haven't told me," he countered. 
 
    Mr. Wainwright interrupted them both. 
 
    Apparently, there was a classroom discussion going on. 
 
    "And what do you think, Alexander, of Don Quixote's view of chivalry?" 
 
    The Russian responded effortlessly without even the slightest hesitation, all while keeping his eyes locked directly on Hannah. 
 
    "I think, Mr. Wainwright, he views chivalry as noble and worth attempting, but nevertheless futile. I mean, virtually every gallant act he attempts ends up messed up in one way or another." 
 
    Wainwright nodded while stroking his goatee. "Excellent point, Mr. Stastny. And what does this tell us about mankind in general?" 
 
    "Man is weak," he said thoughtfully, finally letting his gaze drift away from her and toward the instructor, "despite ongoing attempts to counter against it." 
 
    It was as if the two were having a private conversation. 
 
    Alexander even acted as if he was enjoying it, and Mr. Wainwright was clearly in his element. 
 
    Hannah rolled her eyes at Eliza, who sent back a look that said, "You little devil." 
 
    Crap, had she seen them touching? 
 
    After Alexander and Mr. Wainwright had gone on like this for way longer than anyone wanted, the bell signaled relief. 
 
    "See ya later," Hannah said rather aloofly to Mr. Chivalry as she passed him on her way out of class. He was still in a deep discussion with Mr. Wainwright, both of them steeped in the lore of Spanish literature. 
 
    Teacher's pet, thought Hannah. 
 
    It was only a few minutes before Alexander caught up with her at her locker. 
 
    "My, my," she folded her arms, "I didn't know you were a literature expert." 
 
    "Well, as you admitted, there are lots of things you don't know about me." 
 
    Hannah slammed her locker shut. "I'm serious Alexander. I saw you disappear yesterday. Right in front of me. Don't try to deny it." 
 
    He gave her a steely look, as if deliberately drawing out the tension just to piss her off. 
 
    "Well?" she said impatiently. 
 
    "Who said I'm trying to deny it?" he replied, abruptly turning and walking away. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 17—DREAMS 
 
    Alexander was standing some twenty feet in front of her. Shiny dress shoes peeked out from his freshly-pressed trousers, topped by a black tuxedo jacket exquisitely fitted to his broad shoulders and trim waist. His shirt and bowtie were ivory, a color perfectly accentuating his olive complexion. His hair—worn longer than she'd ever seen—was slicked back and away from his forehead, and the beginnings of a beard peppered his chin. 
 
    Countless shadows—mirrored silhouettes without faces—stood behind him in military formation as soldiers ready for battle. 
 
    He walked toward her. 
 
    It was definitely Alexander, but he looked older, more refined. 
 
    However, the blistering way he stared at her was innately familiar. And just the thrill of him coming nearer was overwhelming. Overpowering. 
 
    He smiled at her. 
 
    Something though, was off—almost like out of tune music. But no matter how hard Hannah tried, she couldn't exactly pinpoint what it was. 
 
    He reached for her. 
 
    She hesitated. 
 
    Not another living soul was in sight. It was as if they were the only two people in the world. 
 
    She took his hand. But it wasn't without a nagging sense of trepidation. 
 
    They were in the school parking lot—where they'd met. It was empty and had been covered in blacktop, and scattered around its perimeter were huge candelabras ablaze with candlelight. 
 
    The moon appeared above the tops of the trees surrounding them, inching its way upward in nighttime's crescendo. 
 
    Alexander took her in his arms. 
 
    Pachelbel's Canon in D played in the background. He guided her expertly to its tempo. 
 
    Bronze eye shadow framed Hannah's lashes, and a strapless gown of pearl-colored satin floated seamlessly around her figure, gently arcing off the ground in an occasional pirouette. Teardrop earrings dangled just above her shoulders, vertical collages of diamonds that sparkled in the same way sunlight ripples across the surface of a lake. A thin wrap of fox fur draped loosely across her arms. 
 
    She felt like a queen. Floating. Dancing. Drifting. 
 
    But then suddenly Beethoven's Moonlight Sonata began. 
 
    Alexander pressed her to him. Hard. A sharp, abrupt turn brought their faces so close they were almost touching. 
 
    Flames swirled in his eyes. 
 
    His roughness made her gasp, yet it also heightened her desire. She absorbed him with her gaze and studied his every feature intently as if she were seeing him for the first time. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed and lips creased as she noticed things she'd never noticed before. 
 
    Small horns protruded from his skull. 
 
    As his body moved ever closer, she felt his hot breath on her cheeks and forehead. 
 
    He whispered something in her ear, and she found herself nibbling at her own bottom lip. 
 
    After what seemed like eternity, his mouth met hers in a gentle caress that quickly escalated into a heated exchange of want and need. Hannah's eyes shuttered as Alexander weaved his arms around her neck, his hands gathering the back of her head and pulling it into him. 
 
    She'd never imagined a kiss like this… 
 
    And for only a moment, a vision of the past came to light. She thought of Boone and the time they'd spent together, the kisses they'd shared. 
 
    Everything with him was so different. And the experiences she'd had with him felt as if they'd happened in another lifetime. Almost to another person. 
 
    Then, the memory unexpectedly changed. 
 
    Boone had suddenly appeared next to her and was gripping her arm. Worry and angst had shaded his face, and he was telling her something… 
 
    Get away, he'd said, before it's too late. 
 
    Get away from what? 
 
    Hannah couldn't understand him. She kept pressing him to explain himself, but he wouldn't. 
 
    Or maybe he couldn't. 
 
    His words were fuzzy now, and he was fading away from her sight. 
 
    And then, almost as quickly as it had appeared, the vision vanished. 
 
    Boone was gone. 
 
    Hannah shivered in Alexander's arms. 
 
    And as their bodies melded together—now in urgent rhythm to the music—an almost unbearable heat began to envelope her. 
 
    Sweat erupted from every cell of her body. 
 
    Bubbles of blisters formed on her arms. 
 
    She tried to push away from him, but he wouldn't let her go. 
 
    And then all at once, panic surfaced. 
 
    She buttoned her eyes and clawed and scratched at him, but it was no use. 
 
    She was trapped. 
 
    She opened her eyes and saw Alexander's face being consumed by flames. And within seconds, the fire had spread downwards to where it began to consume his entire being. His skin began oozing and dripping everywhere around her, the ground beneath them sizzling like raw meat on a barbeque. 
 
    In less than a minute, the entire covering of his body had melted, disappeared, until all that remained of him was a semi-transparent cadaver of bone, sinew, and muscle. 
 
    She trembled, still in his grip. Her eyebrows were singed. Her dress was charcoal. And the exposed areas of her skin were pockmarked with sores seeping puss and blood. 
 
    Let me go, she pleaded with him. 
 
    His voice erupted into a deep and crackling laughter. 
 
    Hannah screamed and lurched back away from him, but her heel caught on the frayed hemline of her dress. She plunged sideways and managed to break the fall with an outstretched arm. She scrambled to prop herself up, only to catch a glimpse of his charred face staring down at her. 
 
    Fear raced through her spine. She tried to crawl away, but he quickly closed the distance between them. He straddled her. A menacing voice erupted from his tattered mouth. 
 
    "You cannot escape me, Hannah." 
 
    And when she saw his red, coiled tail sneak out from behind him, she covered her mouth with both hands—in disbelief… or maybe in terror. 
 
    The tail slithered toward her, almost in slow motion, winding itself around her neck, tighter and tighter until she could no longer breathe. She contorted her body this way and that. She used every ounce of strength she could muster to try and loosen the death grip around her throat. 
 
    But it was no use. 
 
    She gasped for air. And her eyes flooded with horror as she noticed the arrowed tip of Alexander's tail. 
 
    And as she lost consciousness, Hannah could think of only one thing… 
 
    Satan. 
 
    * 
 
    Hannah shot straight up in bed. Perspiration had drenched her, and her breath came in heaves. 
 
    The dream had been so real, so vivid. She could have sworn that she still felt the heat from his body. 
 
    The clock read two-thirty. She smelled the flowers and blew out the birthday candles—steadying her breathing just as her track coach had taught her—and reminded herself that it was just a dream. 
 
    But the vision and thoughts of Alexander stayed with her, a strange mixture of emotions and questions which ebbed and flowed in her mind for the rest of the night like the ocean's tides. 
 
    Was he really evil? Or was it just a figment of her imagination? She was enormously attracted to him—there was no denying it—but was she being drawn into something way over her head? 
 
    Who was Alexander Stastny, really? 
 
    And why had Boone been in the dream warning her? 
 
    The questions kept coming… most of them without answers. 
 
    All Hannah knew was that by the time sleep finally numbed her thoughts into nothingness, she'd made up her mind, once and for all. 
 
    Whoever, whatever Alexander was—and even if he was dangerous—she wanted to be near him. She wanted to know him, to touch him… she wanted to be with him. 
 
    No matter the cost, Hannah was willing to pay it. 
 
    There was nothing on Earth—or from hell, for that matter—that could keep her away from Alexander Stastny. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 18—ARALK 
 
    Aralk had never lived anywhere quite like New York City. At first, it had taken some getting used to. For much of his younger days, he'd been equally drawn to the country and the city, the one for its tranquility and the other for its vibrancy. 
 
    Now though, he preferred urban life. Like aged wine, he could only guess that he'd grown more complex, more sophisticated over time. He'd found the city satisfied his rather multifarious pallet much more than any field of dirt and stones. 
 
    To him, the city reflected a kaleidoscope world, one ever-changing in dynamics and genetic makeup, where the pulse of a nation could be measured and the heart of a people determined. It was a crossroads of man and machine, nature and nurture, a confluence of science, technology, and the arts which created for those in its midst a unique experience, a distinctive existence. 
 
    He'd learned every city had its own song. 
 
    And somehow he'd been gradually swept into the lyrics, the beats, the melody of New York, New York. 
 
    Which was all the more surprising because when he'd moved here, he hadn't expected it. 
 
    The cities of his youth—and for most of his adult life—had been steeped in centuries of tradition. 
 
    This one had made a name for itself by bucking all tradition. 
 
    But maybe that was the allure of New York City. Maybe not knowing exactly what drew him in made it that much more captivating. 
 
    He looked out of a wall of two-story windows in his penthouse suite and was struck by the 180-degree panorama which never failed to capture the light, the element he considered the essence of the city's heartbeat. 
 
    Dusk was settling in and the changing of the guard was taking place, where the lights of nature gave way to those carrying the torch of human ingenuity. Daylight was succumbing to a nightlight parade of illumination that extended upwards and outwards as far as the eye could see. Skyscrapers became random patchworks of yellow and navy. Streets clogged with pairs of barely moving headlamps. Signs melded into vibrant rivers of flashing neon. And bridges were nothing more than glow-in-the-dark string figures. 
 
    Night was, for New Yorkers, like another full day. A second chance for more to be done. It offered even more hours for negotiation, even more elbow room to finish a project, even more potential for securing that long-awaited deal. 
 
    The American people were indeed a unique breed of their own. Brash, cutthroat, raw around the edges—really everything he'd ever heard about them was true. Work was their oxygen, their way of life, their ladder to the pinnacle of accomplishment. 
 
    He used to despise them and label the lot of them arrogant, self-absorbed. Yet living among them had tempered his perspective. Over time, he'd found his hatred and contempt for them had in fact evolved into a rather mild form of affection. 
 
    Perhaps, he thought wryly, this was because he'd used their qualities to his advantage. They'd been unbelievably receptive to his plans and responsive to his nudges. Amidst all of the chaos and catastrophe they were facing, they had hungered for a strong leader with some concrete sense of direction. 
 
    To a certain extent, President Dobbs had provided this. Which was why they had clamored for him to stay at the helm, had all but demanded he serve longer than any other American president before him. But Aralk knew full well that none of this would have been possible without his guidance behind the scenes. Which was why the president still followed his every directive. He'd brilliantly molded the gullible little bastard in his own image. And now he was further finessing the president's prestige, manipulating his powers until his services were no longer needed. 
 
    At this point, the president was simply buying Aralk more time. 
 
    Soon, the arrogant son of a bitch would be replaced with someone stronger, more ruthless. 
 
    Tonight marked the beginning of the end for the little fool. Events would soon be launched which would spell disaster both for him and his entire administration. 
 
    President Dobbs was a beast… willingly, unknowingly setting his own trap. 
 
    But no one knew this except for Aralk. 
 
    He sighed and glanced at a nearby clock. His guests would be here shortly. 
 
    * 
 
    In the solitude of his master retreat, Aralk could hear the buzz of the small group out in the main living room. His house servant was attending to them as he'd done on so many other occasions, pouring drinks, serving hors d'oeuvres, and answering the door. 
 
    Every so often he could make out the familiar sound of Randall's voice saying, "Good Evening," or "Yes, Ma'am," or "Here you go, Sir." And although his worker was undoubtedly good-natured and reliable, Aralk didn't completely trust him. He'd learned the hard way to put his faith in no one, especially his so-called friends. 
 
    At gatherings such as this one, Aralk invariably stayed out of sight for a while, timing his entrance very precisely to avoid the clutter of idle chatter and to elicit the desired effects upon his guests. This evening was no different than many of his prior speaking engagements except for the venue and size of the audience. Under the circumstances, he'd chosen his personal residence for tonight's meeting to foster a feeling of connection and impart his goodwill on those in attendance. 
 
    Brisk knocks on his door immediately diverted his attention. 
 
    "Sir, it is time." 
 
    Aralk raked his hair off his forehead and rose from his chair. "I am coming," he said evenly, pausing only briefly in the reflection of a mirror to straighten his tie and smooth out his blazer. 
 
    * 
 
    Jackie arrived at Ludwig Tower at a quarter past seven. Once the car rolled to a stop, she texted Paul to let him know of her safe arrival and then turned her phone off. Small purse in hand, she stepped out into the warm fall evening and was immediately pleased with herself. As usual, she'd dressed perfectly for the conditions, a point which gave her a great deal of satisfaction and which had, on several occasions, landed her on the cover of several prominent fashion magazines who'd lauded her as the modern version of Jackie Kennedy. 
 
    After a brief exchange with the doorman, she stepped inside the elevator and nodded curtly to the attendant, "Thirteen, please." 
 
    "Of course, ma'am," he replied, his white-gloved index finger landing on top of a frosted button. 
 
    With each passing second, Jackie's heart beat faster. She'd only ever seen Aralk on video conferences and spoken with him on the phone, but this evening she was to meet him in person. 
 
    What a fascinating and gentle man he was. She was constantly struck by how concerned he was with the well-being of others. Even though he wasn't from the United States, he was preoccupied with the downfall of the American system, and he was working feverishly to help the nation rebound. She couldn't wait to get to know him better and was excited to share her ideas and visions with him. 
 
    Maybe sometime soon Hannah could even meet him. She'd already introduced her to President Dobbs. Jackie had thought she would have been over the moon to see him in person, but her reaction had been more like an aborted mission to space where the shuttle hadn't even left the launch pad. After they'd chatted with him in the receiving line, Hannah had whispered to her that he was conceited. Well, President Dobbs was full of himself, she'd conceded to Hannah later on in the evening, while attempting to explain to her the frequent necessity of such a persona to achieve those degrees of political success. Her daughter still hadn't been convinced. 
 
    Yes—Jackie thought to herself, as the elevator read ten… eleven… twelve—she was positive Hannah would like Aralk better than the president. In many ways, he seemed to be the antithesis of Dobbs. 
 
    After a ding, the doors parted, and she took a deep breath before stepping across the gold-plated threshold. Security guards met her immediately and following the usual formalities, she was led to a double-door entryway where, before she could even knock, one of them swung open directly in front of her like an advent calendar on autopilot. 
 
    "Good evening, Senator Bailey," an elderly attendant said to her. 
 
    "Good evening." 
 
    "May I take your jacket?" he bowed slightly. 
 
    "No, thank you." 
 
    "Right this way, please." 
 
    The foyer Jackie entered was blanketed in marble, colorless except for a round medallion-like pattern embedded in the middle of the floor, a sprinkling of design and interest amidst an otherwise whitewashed backdrop. She passed by two sets of columns as she made her way into the great room where a handful of guests had already assembled. 
 
    With a glance over his shoulder, Hagan was the first to notice her. 
 
    He bumbled his way to her side and brushed her cheek with his lips. "Jackie, it's so good to see you." 
 
    "And you," she said. Since she'd last seen him, he'd put on a few, and she couldn't help but think he looked pregnant. 
 
    "Come, let's join the others," he said, escorting her to a small group gathered next to an ornate fireplace. As they approached, the circle parted into the shape of a candy cane which they now stood at the mouth of. 
 
    "Hello, gentlemen," Jackie said regally, situating herself next to Clark Monroe, the president's spokesman. 
 
    The candy cane rounded back into a circle. Hagan Mueller was on Jackie's other side. Opposite her was Senator Timothy Welchel, her closest confidant from the state of Louisiana. And situated between them was Congressman Hugh LaRocque of California, a highly capable statesmen responsible for forwarding the aims of the Transition in Congress. 
 
    They returned Jackie's greeting and resumed their previous conversations, except for Clark, who turned his mouth to her ear. "I had a chance to meet your husband a few years back when we were campaigning in Denver," he said. "What a wonderful man." He touched her arm, "You have my deepest condolences, Senator Bailey." 
 
    "Thank you, Clark." 
 
    Jackie was quick to spot a man standing alone in one corner of the room. "Who is he?" she asked Hagan. 
 
    "Ah yes, that is our friend Pierre Gineche, a Canadian. He's working the angles from north of the border, if you know what I mean." 
 
    Jackie nodded her head as if to say, Ah-hah, when all of a sudden—as if the stranger was reading her mind—he glanced in her direction and bowed his head. 
 
    She met his eyes and raised her glass of bourbon. 
 
    The group continued their exchange of small talk and pleasantries while they sipped on cocktails for several more minutes, all while they anxiously awaited the arrival of Aralk. 
 
    At one point when the conversation died down, Clark cleared his throat and said, "Well, shall we sit?" 
 
    A smug look crossed over Hagan's face. "I think we'd better stay standing, Clark." 
 
    Just then, a hush fell over the room as a solitary figure appeared at the wide entrance to a hallway. 
 
    Everything went so quiet, Jackie could hear Hagan breathing right next to her, and his labored swishing of air reminded her of going through a cheap car wash. 
 
    She took a few steps back and sideways, in a subtle move toward Clark to escape the irritating sound. 
 
    All eyes were on the outline of a man who moved steadily toward them without saying a word. 
 
    Randall appeared out of seemingly nowhere and said, "Ladies and Gentlemen, may I present our Supreme Leader, Aralk." 
 
    The leader's face remained expressionless, and his large blue eyes made Jackie think of a baby's unfocused gaze. 
 
    He weaved silently in and around them until he came to a stop in front of a wingback chair, which he also took his time before sitting in, slowing backing up to its frame while eyeing his guests, before lowering his body down onto the cushions. 
 
    Everyone followed his lead and, once the others were seated, another round of stillness fell over the group. Jackie crossed her legs and readjusted in her chair, taking two or three sips from the tumbler in her hand. 
 
    More than once she wondered if the man would ever speak. 
 
    But Aralk remained silent as his eyes skimmed over the group, his stare unashamedly appraising them as a general inspecting his troops. 
 
    Jackie noticed a slight tremor in one of his hands which were now gathered in front of him. His lips were horizontal nails, his nose wide, his forehead low. His jacket was a shade of olive green which suited him well, and the expensive cloth was finely tailored to his unpretentious shape. He could not have stood taller than six feet, but his mannerisms exuded those befitting a man twice his stature. 
 
    Well, he certainly didn't get into his position because of his looks, Jackie thought to herself. 
 
    When his voice finally came, it was low and taut with tension like a violin strung too tight. 
 
    "Randall called me Supreme Leader," he threw his hand across the air in front of him, "but titles in this world come and go quickly. They can melt like snow if a leader believes himself greater than those he leads. I am glad you have joined me tonight because you are the true leaders of the Protectorate. What you are building, and what I am building with you, will be a more permanent solution to meet the needs of all of the people in this great land. To achieve true equality though—like never before in the history of our existence—requires the careful balancing of two desires, both of which currently hang on the edge of a thin knife's blade." He deliberately paused before continuing. "On one side, we have the desire of people to achieve and prosper, and on the other side is the desire to leave none among us behind, the need to ensure all people do well." 
 
    He stood, the pitch of his voicing raising along with him. "The American experiment has proven to be a failure, as throughout its history one desire has been fulfilled at the continual expense of the other. What we've witnessed, and what we are living through right at this very moment, is the complete and utter failure of the democratic institutions of this country. Banks have failed, life savings have been obliterated, the value of the dollar has diminished. Unrest and lawlessness have resulted. People are hungry, homeless… desperate." 
 
    He gradually made his way to the fireplace. Once there, he positioned his body at an angle toward the audience, resting an arm along the mantel so that the mirror just above it captured his furrowed brow, the cultivated creases along his forehead. He stayed this way for a minute or so before turning to face the audience, his voice all at once ripened with fervor. 
 
    "I say no more!" Aralk's fist smacked the palm of his other hand in perfect unison with the four words. 
 
    Jackie flinched at his sudden movement, as did some of the others. 
 
    He went on. "We have used this hollow shell of the United States to unleash vast change, change that will provide a sense of peace and security like never before. People often do not know what is best for them, and that, Ladies and Gentlemen, is where we fulfill our calling as members of the Protectorate. This calling, this most blessed Cause of ours, as you well know, is the Transition. We've successfully navigated through Phases I, II, and III with enormous approval from the people and wide acclaim from the international community. Now, it is time for the final chapter of our movement: Phase IV. We are here, once and for all, to level the playing field for every citizen of the world. To establish a community of peace, tolerance and acceptance fusing us inextricably together under a single existence called the Contineo." 
 
    Hagan started clapping and, before Jackie knew what was happening, she'd joined in. And so had the others. 
 
    When the noise finally subsided, Hagan chimed in. "Supreme Leader, this is, quite simply, brilliant." Everyone nodded. "I do believe it is the most perfect name for our Cause. And to think, we will all be under one large umbrella—the Contineo—and each of the Protectorates will be the stakes holding it down." 
 
    Aralk squeezed his face together in a smile and used the moment to dab his forehead with a handkerchief retrieved from his pocket. 
 
    "And what does the name mean?" asked Congressmen LaRocque. 
 
    Aralk's gaze deferred the question to Hagan, who quickly answered. "It is Latin for 'Join'." 
 
    Everyone said "Ahh" or "Mmm." 
 
    Contineo. Jackie thought the name had a really nice ring to it. So this was what the Transition had been working toward all along. Once everyone was united, the members of the Protectorate would be able to give further hope and direction for the millions of people who were hurting right now. More clearly than ever before, she could finally see her future taking shape before her. A heat of excitement rushed across her body. 
 
    Nothing was out of reach for her now. 
 
    President Dobbs would not be at the helm forever. All politicians eventually wore out their welcome. Probably sooner than later, Aralk would need someone to replace Dobbs, someone who was even more willing to do everything necessary to provide security for the people. 
 
    Aralk bowed his head and then raised his hands out in front of him before continuing in a low, seismic rumble. 
 
    "Never has there been a country more primed to lead such historic action. For many decades, the American people and their leaders have been aware of all of the problems. Some have even made valiant attempts at fixing them." He pointed a finger and, once again, assumed the tone of ship's Captain. "But every single time they have fallen short! The people and those in charge were sloppy, greedy, short-sighted and, most of all, they lacked the diligence and wherewithal to provide the people with effective solutions." 
 
    Jackie and the others stared at him as if in a trance. 
 
    "For too long, we have tolerated quibbling among nations who've done little more than wreak havoc on resources in a struggle to reign supreme over other people. This must end. As leaders of the Protectorate, we know solutions come through meeting the needs of all people. We must provide each and every man, woman, and child the conditions necessary for prosperity and equality. And only when the American people realize the common desires of every human being, will each come to know that we are brothers and sisters not only of a singular nation, but of an entire collective whole where the sustenance of each depends on the sacrifice of all." 
 
    Jackie raised her glass to her lips, but it was empty. She looked at the time. He'd been speaking for over an hour already, but it somehow only seemed like a handful of minutes. 
 
    "There are some who would wish for us to fail, some who believe the individual is greater than the collective whole and that freedom is the touchstone to happiness. But it is not. Equality is the true hallmark of contentedness, and only through reasonable measures can we, at long last, achieve an enduring equality that goes beyond manmade borders to the farthest reaches of the world. 
 
    "Do not, however, be deceived. The Sperari is strong, cunning, manipulative. For centuries now, it has tricked individual minds into believing they are the masters of their own destiny; that they are the rightful owners of their own universe. I say to them rubbish! Such nonsense is nothing but Fools Gold. We are here to protect the rights of the least among us. In order to achieve this, we must destroy the Robber Barons of society who think only of themselves and their well-being. We must make fairness our priority." 
 
    Aralk nestled himself back down into his chair as he seared his gaze into each one of them. "That is why duty necessitates the directive I present to you tonight: Operation Santa." 
 
    Jackie's mouth dropped open. She looked at Timothy and Hagan, and then glanced over at Pierre and Clark. 
 
    She was vaguely aware of the operation but had thought it was only meant for an emergency. She hadn't imagined that it would be implemented on top of everything else already set into motion. She wondered if the others had known this was coming, but then, judging by the looks on their faces, she concluded that they probably hadn't. 
 
    He continued. 
 
    "Operation Santa will solidify the forms of the Protectorate and remove any and all obstacles standing in its way. These forms will then serve to mold the Contineo into the vehicle of change we have long envisioned and set firmly into place the mechanisms for a future of hope and great prosperity." 
 
    Jackie brought her fingers to her throat. This guy had balls. She couldn't believe what she was hearing. He was actually going to do it. Actually going to attempt at joining everything together under the banner of the Contineo. 
 
    She needed a drink. And she couldn't wait to discuss this with Timothy and get his perspective on everything. 
 
    Never in a hundred lifetimes would she have imagined herself such an integral part of history in the making. 
 
    Jackie felt like a little girl again, full of excitement and anticipation for the days ahead. Who knew what Aralk had in store for her? Hagan had told her—naturally, in the strictest of confidence—that great things were planned for her. 
 
    She was destined for greatness—she could just sense it. Tonight she'd be lucky to catch any shut-eye at all. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 19—HIS HOTNESS 
 
    "You're going out with His Hotness?" Eliza couldn't believe what she was hearing. 
 
    Hannah had whispered it to her, but her response might as well have been delivered as breaking news across the school's loudspeaker. 
 
    The news sent an immediate shockwave around the lunch table. 
 
    "What? You never told me," admonished Kirsten Pollard from across the table. Kirsten was a bookworm and the quietest member of Hannah's small group of friends. 
 
    "You didn't tell me either," said Lauren Chenewyth, a fellow churchgoer with Eliza whose family had moved to Durango a few years back when her father had purchased the local hardware store. 
 
    And now all three of her closest friends were looking at Hannah as if she'd betrayed them. 
 
    "That's because it's no big deal," she exclaimed. 
 
    She hadn't wanted everyone to know like this. Leave it to Eliza to broadcast it to the entire world. 
 
    "Yeah," said Lauren sarcastically, "kind of like the president coming to town would be no big deal." 
 
    Hannah rolled her eyes. "It really isn't any big thing, you guys. People go out all of the time." 
 
    "Not all of the time with the hottest guy in school," said Lauren. 
 
    Kirsten set down her milk carton. "How did you get him to ask you?" 
 
    "I don't really know how it happened," said Hannah. "I mean, we met on the day I got pulled over by the cops, and then I think the next time we bumped into each other he challenged me to go out with him." 
 
    "Did you say yes right away?" asked Eliza. 
 
    "Not exactly…" 
 
    "What do you mean 'not exactly'?" she pressed. 
 
    "I wasn't sure that I wanted to. I told him no to begin with." 
 
    "You refused him?" 
 
    "Well, yeah." 
 
    "Ahh…" she breathed out. "It's no wonder." 
 
    "What's no wonder?" 
 
    "You played hard to get," Liza shrugged. "Guys like that. They see it as something to conquer." 
 
    "I didn't play hard to get, I just plain wasn't sure if I wanted to go out with him." 
 
    "Either way, he got what he wanted," she reasoned. 
 
    "He's not the type to take no for an answer anyway," added Lauren. 
 
    "That's for sure," said Eliza, wiping some ketchup from the corner of her mouth. 
 
    Hannah had considered telling them about the dream she'd had about Alexander, but she decided against it. She didn't want it to end up on the front page of the school newspaper. 
 
    "Well ladies, there he is." Eliza's gaze suddenly looked past Hannah and toward Alexander, who was right then going through the lunch line. 
 
    Everyone except for Hannah swiveled in their seats to see him. She wasn't about to turn completely around just to catch a glimpse of him. 
 
    "He really is something," said Lauren. "All I know is that he doesn't really look like he's from here." 
 
    "That's for sure," whispered Kirsten. "But His Hotness sure fits him. I'm glad I thought of it." 
 
    "Funny, Kirsten," Lauren jabbed her. "You know darn well I'm the one that came up with it." 
 
    "Well, I certainly wouldn't let him in on it," Hannah chuckled. "His head wouldn't fit through the doorways." 
 
    Her friends laughed as they turned their attentions back to their food trays. 
 
    But Eliza wasn't finished grilling her. "And what about the most eligible bachelor in all of Colorado? I thought you had your eyes set on him, Hannah?" 
 
    If Eliza didn't stop, she was going to shove her hotdog into that big mouth of hers. 
 
    Hannah finished sucking the juice out of her orange wedge. "I don't have any idea what you're talking about." 
 
    "Only the guy whose name begins with a 'B' and ends with an '"E." 
 
    "Are you talking about Boone Grassle?" asked Kirsten. 
 
    Eliza nodded eagerly. 
 
    Hannah glared at her. 
 
    "Isn't he old enough to be your father?" Lauren asked. As soon as the words left her mouth, she knew she shouldn't have said it. "Oh, Hannah, I'm sorry… I really didn't mean—" 
 
    Hannah waved her hand in front of her chest. "It's okay, Lauren." She feigned a smile. "It really is," she patted her arm. 
 
    Eliza quickly diffused the awkwardness. "Well, you can have your Russian boy and your Cowboy toy for all I care, Hannah," declared Eliza, "I'm planning on scoring bigger and better than either one of them at college next fall." 
 
    Everyone around her suddenly went quiet. 
 
    And all of them turned to look at Hannah. 
 
    "What?" she asked. 
 
    "He's coming," mouthed Eliza, just before Hannah felt someone tap her on the back. 
 
    She looked up over her shoulder to see Alexander standing behind her and, as she did, she bit her tongue. 
 
    "Hey," she said, wincing a bit. 
 
    "Hi." He flashed a smile at her friends around the table but was quick to settle his eyes back on Hannah. "Do you have a minute? I have something I want to show you." 
 
    "But we're right in the middle of finishing our lunches—" 
 
    "Bring it with you." 
 
    "Okay. I guess I can." Hannah stood up. "Hey, guys, I'll see you a little later." 
 
    "Yeah, have fun, Hannah… I hope you don't get too hot," Eliza said teasingly. 
 
    "Yeah, watch out," said Kirsten. 
 
    Hannah gave them a glare that said, "Just wait… your turn is coming." 
 
    As Alexander walked away with her, the girls couldn't help but watch them. 
 
    "Geez," Lauren said, "I think this is the first time I've been dumped for a stupid guy." 
 
    "Yeah, I know," Eliza said in a disapproving tone. "This could be interesting. I hope she knows what she's doing." 
 
    * 
 
    As soon as they were by themselves, Alexander asked, "What were they talking about being hot?" 
 
    "Oh, it's nothing," she said, "just ignore it. It's kind of an inside joke." 
 
    After dropping off her lunch tray, Hannah walked beside him. "What's so urgent you had to pull me away from my friends?" 
 
    "I have something for you." 
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    "You'll see." 
 
    It was now taking her two or three steps just to keep up with him as they made their way down the empty hallway. She couldn't help but feel like a puppy trying to keep up with its master. 
 
    He stopped right in front of his locker and turned to her. "Here hold this," he handed her his lunch tray. 
 
    She took it in one hand and stood a few feet away, watching him as he dug through his leather backpack. 
 
    "What are you looking for?" 
 
    He didn't answer. 
 
    Finally, he said, "Here it is." 
 
    He turned back to her and tossed her an iPod. 
 
    She snatched it out of the air with one hand. 
 
    Alexander hadn't doubted for a second that she would catch it. 
 
    Confused, she handed him back his lunch tray. 
 
    "What's this?" 
 
    "What does it look like?" 
 
    "I already have an iPod," she said. This one was shiny and silver and obviously brand new. 
 
    "Not like this one," he said. 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "I heard that junk you had playing in your vehicle the other day. And I didn't like it." 
 
    She gave him a dirty look. "I like my music," she said defensively. 
 
    "This is better. Much better. It'll expand your horizons. You need that." 
 
    "Yeah, I'll bet," she said mockingly. "What is it?" 
 
    "Russian music." 
 
    "Oh boy." 
 
    "Techno-Rock… stuff that actually has a good beat and not a bunch of sappy lyrics." 
 
    "Thanks, Alexander… I guess." 
 
    "Don't mention it," he said, biting into his hot dog. 
 
    What kind of guy gave a girl a brand new iPod for a gift? It wasn't even Christmas or her birthday. And he'd known her for like… less than the lifespan of a lightbulb. 
 
    And then it hit her: Why, Alexander Stastny, of course. 
 
    Money was clearly not an obstacle for him… and neither was his penchant for doing the unusual. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 20—TO THE TOP 
 
    The phone chirped at half-past seven. It was a text message from Alexander. 
 
    Wear something athletic and bring a change of clothes. Pick you up at eleven. 
 
    Normally, Hannah wouldn't have been awake so early on a Saturday morning, but when he'd texted she'd already been tossing and turning, and she couldn't have gone back to sleep even if she'd wanted to. Nerves, she thought to herself. Normally, guys didn't affect her this way, but for some reason Alexander Stastny had struck a chord deep inside of her that she hadn't even known existed. 
 
    A subtle energy had spread throughout her body and, for the first time since her father had passed away, she was genuinely excited about something—even if she didn't entirely know what exactly to be excited about. 
 
    She wasn't quite sure what to expect from the Russian. He'd caught her off guard so many times already. At this point, it was safe to say she knew with him she should probably expect the unexpected. 
 
    What was it with him and surprises? She liked to plan ahead and have a feel for what she was walking into. He obviously liked to keep her guessing. 
 
    Hannah made her way downstairs. 
 
    "You're up early." Marie smiled as Hannah traipsed into the kitchen still half-asleep and in her pajamas. 
 
    "Yeah, tell me about it," Hannah grumbled, sitting on a barstool at the kitchen island. She'd even brought along a blanket to wrap around her while she woke up. 
 
    She wasn't one of those birds who started chirping at first sunlight. She liked to hunker down in her nest for as long as possible and then, when she felt somewhat coherent, she'd tiptoe out onto the branch and, even then, she'd still usually take another half hour or so—and sometimes even longer—before she had any desire to fly. 
 
    By about the time Hannah's eyes came into full focus, thanks to a cup of coffee with more cream and sugar than the black stuff, Marie had plopped down a plate of cinnamon toast right in front of her. 
 
    She lit up. "Thanks, Marie." It was one of her favorites, and it tasted especially good washed down with the sugary coffee. 
 
    "You bet." 
 
    "When's Mom supposed to be home, anyway?" 
 
    "Beginning of the week," Marie said. She folded her arms. "So today's the big day, huh?" 
 
    "I don't know what you're talking about." 
 
    Marie was used to these antics. She could dish it out too. "Oh, just a date with one of the most sought-after guys at your school. But I'm sure none of the other girls are envious or anything." 
 
    Hannah rolled her eyes. "Right about now, I'd almost rather someone else go in my place. I don't even know what we're doing." 
 
    "He hasn't told you?" 
 
    "Nope." 
 
    "So, he's one of those that likes to keep you in suspense." 
 
    "I guess," Hannah shrugged. "But I hate it. I'd rather just know." 
 
    "Mmm-hmm." Marie took a sip of her tea. "Whatchya gonna wear?" 
 
    "That's the problem. He said to wear something athletic, like we're going to run wind sprints or something." 
 
    Marie grabbed a washcloth from the sink and began to wipe off the kitchen counters. "That should be right up your alley." 
 
    "Yeah, but I don't know what to put on after that. He said to bring a change of clothes." 
 
    "Just keep it simple," she advised. "And play it cool. I certainly wouldn't let him think he's rattled you. He's probably trying to, you know." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Sounds like he's trying to keep you guessing." 
 
    Hannah sighed. She suddenly felt like a newborn filly. "Why does it have to be so complicated?" 
 
    Marie gave her a knowing look. "Welcome to the club. It's a game. Get used to it young lady. You're only just beginning." 
 
    Hannah wasn't so sure she liked playing this game. Board games, yes. Sports games, absolutely. Boy games—well, that was something entirely different—like learning a new language. 
 
    Marie noticed the pools of emotion gathered in Hannah's eyes. She sighed and wiped her hands on her apron. She didn't blame her, poor child. After all, her mom was never around for her to talk to… and now that her father was gone… well… she would just have to step in. Surrogate mother, that's what she was. She didn't have any children of her own, and in all honesty, when she was younger, she'd always hated the dating thing just about as much as Hannah seemed to. 
 
    She wrapped an arm around Hannah from one side. "Cheer up, girl," she said in as enthusiastic a voice as she could muster. Then, she put her face right in front of Hannah's as if peeking around a corner. "Now, you listen to me, once and for all," she grabbed Hannah's tears with her thumb. "You're going to have a great time. Remember, it's all about attitude. If you think you're gonna have a good time, you will. If all you focus on is being miserable and nervous, that'll come true too. It's all a choice." 
 
    "Thanks." Hannah said sarcastically. "That's encouraging." 
 
    Marie was laughing. "Come on, Grouchy." She kissed her on the top of her head. "How about I help you pick out what to wear?" 
 
    * 
 
    "Ready?" Alexander had opened the door for her and was smirking as she climbed into his vehicle. 
 
    "You two have fun," Marie called out after them. 
 
    "Thanks, Mrs. Cahill, we will," Alexander said, giving her a thumbs up before disappearing behind tinted windows. 
 
    The kid had caught even Marie off guard with his Russian accent and mature mannerisms. Sure had seemed older than eighteen. And he was handsome alright. In a sort of precarious way, she thought. 
 
    She was protective of Hannah, just as she would have been of her own daughter. After all, she spent more time with her than her mother. Since Mr. Bailey's death, she'd seen a definite change in her. Things had been really rough. Like she didn't know who to turn to. Well, she'd done everything within her power to comfort Hannah in the weeks since Vance's passing, and she knew Stony had done the same. 
 
    She'd noticed too that Boone Grassle had been extra attentive to Hannah in the last little while. After their day out riding a while back, when Hannah had come home with that huge gash on her forehead, Marie had noticed her smiling for the first time in a long while. She was certain he'd helped her get past the hardest days in the aftermath of the accident. But then Boone was a good person, someone she trusted. 
 
    Alexander, on the other hand, she wasn't so sure about. Still, it did seem like he'd helped to bring some color back into the girl's world. Hopefully, Hannah was beginning to return to some sort of normalcy. Marie wanted for her to enjoy the remainder of her high school days. 
 
    And now that she thought of it, today really was the first time since her father's death that she'd seen Hannah look genuinely happy. She hadn't started out that way… but right before she left, she was clearly having a good time and obviously looking forward to the day. 
 
    Hannah had rolled down the window. Marie could see her laughing in the passenger seat of the car. It made her smile. What that girl needed, she thought to herself, was some good old-fashioned fun. 
 
    "Bye, Marie, love you," Hannah yelled out to her as the car pulled away. 
 
    "Bye have fun, love you too," she stood on the front porch and waved good-bye. 
 
    * 
 
    What was it someone said about a car being an extension of the person? Hannah had heard that somewhere. Well, if there was a vehicle that represented the Russian it was definitely this one. It was like he had ties to the mafia or something. The car was glossy and smooth on the outside and immaculate on the inside, with everything decked out in gray and black and accented in leather and polished wood. 
 
    For some odd reason, Boone entered her mind as she ran her hand across the tiny, cream-colored stitches of her seat. He'd probably drive a tricycle before getting behind the wheel of this fancy thing, she thought to herself. 
 
    Alexander glanced over at her. 
 
    "Did you like the music I gave you?" 
 
    She looked right at him. "No, I didn't. It sucked." 
 
    "Hah," he scoffed, "I'll bet you didn't even listen to it." 
 
    "I actually did. But not for long. I couldn't stand it." 
 
    "Well, you just need some more exposure to it… it's like food from another country… the more you have of it, the more it grows on you." 
 
    He pushed a button on the steering wheel, and his music came on. 
 
    "Great," she said unenthusiastically. "Do I have a choice?" 
 
    He turned to her with that smile of his. "No. Not really." 
 
    "I didn't think so." She couldn't help but grin. 
 
    A couple of minutes later, he noticed her foot tapping to the beat of the music. 
 
    He turned it down. "So, Miss Bailey, what makes you get into cars with strange foreigners?" His formal tone, as if he were her elder, caught her off guard. 
 
    There he goes again, she thought. Asking outlandish questions and totally putting me off. I'll show him, she raised her eyebrows, two can play his little game. 
 
    "Nothing more than the assumption that the high and mighty Russian playing the crappy music will let me out if anything gets out of hand." 
 
    "And what might get out of hand?" 
 
    Think offense, she told herself. "Oh, I don't know," she said in an airhead tone. She loved doing that—making someone think she was dense when she actually knew exactly what she was doing. "Say, if he tried to kiss me or something like that—which, I can tell you for certain—isn't going to happen." 
 
    Alexander's voice deepened. He liked where this was going. And he also recognized the game she was playing. Well, she wouldn't win. Not with him. He'd seen girls like her before. Girls that thought they could call all of the shots. "Not going to happen, huh?" He grinned. And then he assumed a serious face. "Well, then, what's the point of this date?" 
 
    "It's not really a date, Alexander," she retorted. "It's an outing." She looked at him as if he'd just asked her to recite the alphabet. "Dates… don't start at 11 a.m." 
 
    "Maybe I wanted to spend the whole day with you." 
 
    "You must be awfully desperate." 
 
    He pondered her statement for a moment, his dark eyes zigzagging back and forth from the road to her. "I'd say more like determined." 
 
    "What makes you think you're going to be successful?" 
 
    "I always get what I want." 
 
    Without warning, his hand slid off the wheel and came to rest on her arm. 
 
    She thought about pulling it away, but she didn't. The feel of his palm made her entire body flutter with warm sensations. Her heart rate accelerated right along with the sporty vehicle. She turned away from him and pretended to look out of the window. But her eyes were closed. 
 
    Then, his fingers began lightly strumming the top of her forearm. 
 
    Hannah thought she was going to explode. 
 
    What was he doing to her? She'd never had this reaction before. A couple of times she opened her mouth to tell him not to touch her like that, but no words would come out. God, he was exhilarating. And he was making her do things she'd never done, making her think of things she'd never even considered. 
 
    She knew she should pull her arm away, but she couldn't. 
 
    To Alexander, Hannah's skin felt like satin. He'd imagined touching her like this a thousand times before this day. Ever since he first laid eyes on her, he'd wanted to. 
 
    Never though, had he imagined it would feel so good. His own skin was tingling, and his body was on fire. 
 
    They drove like this for a while, touch their only conversation. 
 
    For both of them, being together felt like Providence—like they were meant to be together in this exact place on this very day since the beginning of time. 
 
    Hannah forgot about everything but him. And Alexander thought of nothing but her. 
 
    He finally pulled his hand away to turn into the parking lot of Mike's Mountaintop Climbing, and as he put the vehicle into park, his gaze met hers. They mirrored a smile. 
 
    "So, Hannah, are you ready to rock climb?" he asked with a twinkle in his eyes. 
 
    "I'm game for anything," she said confidently. 
 
    "Good. I'm glad to hear it. Lots of girls would find it intimidating." 
 
    She opened the car door and flipped her long ponytail in his direction. "You forget, Russia," she put one foot on the ground and whipped her eyes back toward him. "I'm not like a lot of other girls." 
 
    * 
 
    Hannah had no idea how hard it was. 
 
    Here she was some twenty-five feet off the ground secured by nothing but a harness-thingy that looked and felt like a diaper, completely sweating and hanging onto some funky little rock-like things for dear life. What had she gotten herself into? 
 
    She wiped her forehead using the crook of her arm and then looked up to the finish line. Alexander was already at the top of the indoor rock wall, waiting for her. And here she was stuck in a particularly challenging spot some ten, perhaps fifteen feet from the summit. 
 
    But she was determined to make it all the way. Even if it took her the rest of the afternoon, she was going to stand beside him on top of that platform. 
 
    When she'd first seen the wall, she made up her mind to beat him to the top. She had even challenged him to a race, to which he'd responded, "You're on." 
 
    Well, that was a joke. About two minutes into the exercise, she discovered that she'd severely overestimated herself and underestimated the difficulty of the wall. It was kicking her butt. The contest wasn't happening. She'd be lucky just to finish. 
 
    Meanwhile, Alexander seemed to be enjoying himself. He'd navigated up the wall as if he were Spider-Man on steroids, and now he was enjoying every minute of watching her negotiate the remainder of the climb. 
 
    She thought he was going to give her a hard time which she admittedly knew she deserved. But instead, he was helping her by talking her through the tricky section she was now in. 
 
    "Hannah, just stop for a minute," he said. "Take a deep breath." 
 
    She did. 
 
    "Now, get after it. I'll help you through it." 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    "Okay," she said, "I'm ready." 
 
    "Good, now put your left foot on the yellow one," he coached. "No, not that yellow one, the one above it." 
 
    She repositioned herself to catch the foothold. "This one?" 
 
    "Yep, that's right. Now grab the red hold with your right hand and the green one with your left." 
 
    Probably for the first time in her life, Hannah did exactly as she was told. And she wasn't entirely sure why, but it felt good. Almost like someone had taken a heavy backpack off from her shoulders and was carrying it for her for the next couple of miles. 
 
    Usually, it ruffled her feathers when someone barked orders at her, but not today… 
 
    "Good. Now—" 
 
    There—she had done it. She'd pulled herself past the spot where she'd been stuck. 
 
    "Excellent," Alexander said. "Now remember, keep leaning into the wall." 
 
    After twenty more minutes of Alexander talking her through the obstacles, she crawled onto the platform, gasping for air. She felt like a beached whale. Every muscle in her body was spent, and every square inch of her skin was glistening with sweat. 
 
    Finally, she stood up and, when she did, she wiped her face with the bottom of her T-shirt. 
 
    Her flat, toned abs made Alexander's stomach churn. 
 
    "I made it," she said. "Thanks to you," she added with just a slight tone of reluctance. 
 
    "It's harder than it looks." 
 
    "You made it look easy." 
 
    "I've had lots of practice." 
 
    He moved into the small gap between their bodies, so she could feel the heat radiating off of his. 
 
    Hannah looked away. 
 
    But this time, even if she'd wanted to, it wasn't like she could really move away from him. The platform was narrow and long, with limited space to maneuver in. 
 
    "You did fabulous," he whispered into her ear. The close proximity made each of them breathe faster. 
 
    "I had a good teacher," she said in a light voice. 
 
    "A teacher is only as good as his student." 
 
    Hannah exhaled. And then her eyes turned the color of midnight. "I'll admit, Russia, you were undeniably good going up. And that you whipped my butt." She avoided his gaze by fumbling with a carabiner on a rope. "It impressed me," she confessed. "But the real question is," she dropped the device and looked right at him, "how good are you at going down?" 
 
    Without warning, she pushed him off the platform. 
 
    But Alexander was quick. And he had long arms. 
 
    Before she knew what was happening, he'd hooked an arm around her legs. 
 
    If he was going down… she was coming with him. 
 
    Hannah had only an instant to react. She first grabbed for a safety net, but it slipped through her fingers. 
 
    Instinctively, she reached for him and he reached for her. And her arms somehow found their way around his torso after a few frantic seconds of dog paddling against the front of his body. 
 
    Together, they dangled in the air like two circus performers… catching their breath and their breath catching them in a rapid acceleration of their heartbeats. 
 
    Neither of them said a word. 
 
    They stayed this way for close to a minute when all of the sudden, a huge clap of thunder sounded above them… followed by several flashes of lightning. 
 
    The lights began to flicker, once, twice… a third time… 
 
    And then everything went pitch black. It all happened so quickly that both of them remained speechless. 
 
    Alexander took hold of her harness and ratcheted their bodies even tighter together. He felt the tiny points of her pelvis and the firm mounds of her chest. 
 
    "Maybe let's stay here for a while," he finally said. 
 
    "Good idea," she murmured. 
 
    The only thing moving, other than the rocking chair sway of their bodies, were the butterflies in Hannah's stomach. She could feel his heart pounding too. 
 
    The pull between them was dizzying. 
 
    Through the haze of darkness, she could see his chest heaving. Like he'd just finished a set of pull-ups. 
 
    Her pulse vibrated throughout her body. Out of nowhere she shivered. What was he doing to her? 
 
    She didn't even really know him that well, and yet she couldn't pull herself away. 
 
    Being with him was exactly like it had been in her dream: his draw on her was irresistible. 
 
    She took hold of the neckline of his shirt. It ripped. 
 
    "Sorry," she mumbled. 
 
    "Don't worry about it," he said huskily. 
 
    Without thinking, she dug her fingers into his back. 
 
    Someone far below them—the person could have been an alien from Mars for all they cared—yelled up to them something about the lights. Something like they thought it might be a while before they came back on. 
 
    Alexander pulled his face away from hers only long enough to say they were fine. 
 
    He would be just fine staying here for the rest of his life. 
 
    A burst of lightning briefly illuminated them. 
 
    It was surreal, like being in a scene from The Phantom of the Opera. 
 
    Their mouths were only millimeters apart. 
 
    Alexander closed the distance. 
 
    And gently, with thunder crashing all around and in total darkness except for the random flickers of lightning, their lips connected. 
 
    He skimmed them softly at first and then, cupping her neck with one hand, he pressed down harder. 
 
    Hannah moaned. And she moaned even louder when he ventured around the perimeter of her mouth. 
 
    Then, slowly, carefully, he pushed the tip of his tongue past the gates of her lips. He stayed there for only a few seconds before pulling back. 
 
    She responded by thrusting her tongue deeper than even he'd dared to go. 
 
    This time, he groaned loudly. 
 
    They stayed this way for some time, both of them giving and taking, exploring and venturing into the recesses of each other's mouth. 
 
    All Hannah knew was she didn't ever want it to end. 
 
    * 
 
    Eventually, though, it did come to an end. 
 
    After about fifteen minutes, the lights came back on. They grinned at each other before repelling to the ground. And right as his feet hit the cushiony mat, Alexander realized he was hungry. 
 
    He tapped Hannah's arm. "Hey, how about we grab something fast? Like a cheeseburger and fries. I brought some snacks and some drinks in the back of my car, and we can add them to something at a drive-thru. It can be an American fast food picnic," Alexander smiled. 
 
    "Sounds great," she said. "I'm starving." 
 
    Outside, there was a break in the clouds, and the thunderstorm had passed almost as quickly as it had appeared, leaving in its wake the balmy feel of an Indian summer. They sat along the Florida River beneath a grove of cottonwoods, a place where Hannah's family had picnicked in her childhood. October's days were now numbered, and nature had begun to change costumes all around them, most evident by the continual nudging of leaves to the ground by a warm, southerly wind. 
 
    After eating, both of them stretched out on a blanket, Alexander with his hands clasped behind his head, and Hannah facing him while lying on her side, her head propped up by an elbow. 
 
    When there was a lull in their conversation, Hannah pulled her phone from her pocket to check the time and saw that she had a text from Boone. 
 
    She sat up and crisscrossed her legs. She glanced over at Alexander and then back at her phone. 
 
    He didn't flinch. 
 
    She touched the screen, and the message popped up. 
 
    Hey there. What are u doing? 
 
    She hit dismiss and made a mental note to answer him later. 
 
    "Did you get a text?" Alexander asked lazily, his eyes still closed. 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "From who?" 
 
    For a split second, Hannah hesitated. "Liza." 
 
    "What did she want?" 
 
    "Just to know what I was doing. And to see if I was going to church tomorrow." The extra tidbit of information, she thought, was a nice added touch. 
 
    "Mmm," he murmured. 
 
    Alexander rolled onto his side, catching a glimpse of her, and then he closed his eyes again. 
 
    And although he appeared to be sleeping, he wasn't. 
 
    Instead, one image after another of Hannah Bailey climbing the rock wall kept appearing in his mind. 
 
    Her neck muscles that had looked like strands of yarn as she stretched for the next foothold. 
 
    The V-shaped sweat mark at the small of her back. 
 
    And how could he forget her eyes? He'd never seen anything like them. They were like icicles that had pierced right into his soul. 
 
    While his thoughts revolved around her, Hannah watched him. 
 
    His chest moved ever so slightly, expanding and contracting, almost perfectly in sync with the rhythm of her own breathing. His head was now resting on an extended arm, and his Adams Apple protruded outward as if a gum drop was stuck halfway down his throat. She noticed a scar on his arm that she'd never seen before. She'd have to ask him about it. 
 
    She exhaled. It had been a wonderful day. Full of fun and excitement and adventure. 
 
    Nearly every minute they'd spent together had been supercharged with an ongoing banter, an unspoken challenge that felt like a bidding war between rivals with unlimited pocketbooks. 
 
    She never knew what to expect from him. And above everything, she felt an attraction to Alexander that was so real, so intense, it was almost frightening. 
 
    Yes, it had been a good day, maybe one of the best since… 
 
    … There it was again, the sadness of losing her father. 
 
    An instant wave of guilt came over her as she realized it was the first time she'd thought of him all day. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Why did this always have to happen? 
 
    His memory was a ravenous Jack-in-the-Box. It would pop up out of nowhere and snatch any morsel of happiness she'd managed to accumulate. Sometimes, it would even catapult her into a downward spiral of misery and despair. 
 
    And although it was happening less and less, when it did happen, it still dampened her sense of joy and her levels of contentment, both of which she'd worked so desperately to reclaim. 
 
    And it would inevitably trigger an avalanche of other thoughts—thoughts mainly centered on all of the other crazy complications in her life. 
 
    Like her mother's boyfriend. How long was Hannah going to pretend she didn't know? Or was Jackie already in on it? There was a very good chance Paul had already mentioned the call to her mom… 
 
    Then of course, there was the other little tricky situation she was currently facing… one-half of which was lying right next to her this very second. 
 
    Alexander Stastny had caught her completely by surprise. Right at a time when she'd been falling hard for someone else… at least she thought she was. 
 
    And what about Boone, anyway? He was someone she'd never imagined as more than a friend… until recently. Maybe she'd be better off if they just stayed friends. 
 
    But just because she'd done a couple of things with Alexander didn't mean she had to sever the umbilical cord with Boone… did it? 
 
    Maybe, for now, it would be better to keep Boone under wraps. Or maybe, if the right time ever presented itself, she could casually drop his name around Alexander. 
 
    Then there was the question of whether or not she should she tell Boone about the Russian… 
 
    Perhaps she should keep that a secret too. But then it was only a matter of time before he found out… 
 
    Hannah rolled onto her back and pulled a side of the blanket under her chin. Her smile had faded and tightropes of uncertainty had appeared along her forehead. 
 
    Alexander noticed the sudden change in her mood. 
 
    He knew about her loss and occasionally caught a glimpse of the pain—a pain that scampered across her expressions from time to time. 
 
    Like right now. 
 
    He sat up and touched her arm, his hand sending a shockwave of pleasure into her core. "Tell me about him," he said quietly. 
 
    She opened her eyes and rolled her head toward him, briefly meeting his gaze before letting them close again. She didn't want him to sense the way he affected her, and she certainly didn't want to be a crybaby in front of him. 
 
    When she was finally able to compose herself, she glanced over at him and asked softly, "What do you want to know?" 
 
    He answered her in Russian. 
 
    She smirked at him. "You forget… I only know Pig Latin." 
 
    Ten seconds of silence passed before she finally gave in. 
 
    "Okay. Okay. You win. What does it mean?" 
 
    He laughed. "I knew you wouldn't be able to stand it much longer." He lowered his tone. "What I said was I want to know everything about you." 
 
    Hannah could have sworn that her heart skipped a beat. 
 
    No guy had ever said things like this to her. He was a dream, from some other planet. She thought about pinching herself to see if this was real. 
 
    She looked away and then back. "It would take all day." 
 
    "We have all day." His dark stare disarmed her. Man this guy was unnerving. 
 
    Eventually, she pushed herself up and sat facing him, and even though she knew he was waiting for some sort of response, she wasn't in any hurry. And neither was Alexander in a rush for her answer. Perhaps that's why she finally opened up to him about it. He let her do it on her own terms. 
 
    Just like Boone had. 
 
    She took a drink of her soda. She smoothed out the blanket around her and flicked an ant off its edge. Finally, her shoulders lifted and fell, and the sound of her voice was soon to follow. "There's lots to tell. It's hard to even know where to begin. We were close—a lot closer than me and my mom." She leaned back. "I've sometimes wondered why God took him and not her… isn't that horrible?" 
 
    "I think it's probably natural," he said lightly. 
 
    "He was a big, burly rancher—do you know what that means?" 
 
    "Sure. I've seen westerns." He assumed an American accent, deliberately enunciating the phrase, "Cow-uh. Man-uh." 
 
    Hannah laughed. 
 
    "Like John Wayne," he added. 
 
    "Yeah. You're actually pretty good. And he was a horse man. He took care of everything. And he'd always take me along. When I was little, I'd ride in front of him on the saddle. He'd have one hand clutched around my waist." Her lips softened into a whimsical smile. "He'd say to me, 'Stack your hands like pancakes onto the horn, Hanny, so you don't go flying off.' We'd head out, check the water, look after the calves, things like that. When I got older, I'd ride my own horse, Zane, and we'd really cover some ground." She glanced up and stared across the river, squinting her eyes from the water's glare. She didn't dare look at Alexander. 
 
    Her voice went flat. "The day I found him, he was still alive. I watched him die, you know." She yanked at a long blade of grass and began to gnaw on one end of it. "Right in front of me. And there wasn't a thing I could do." Her face turned to stone. "When the guys got there, they tried CPR, but he was already gone. I could tell he was dying—or at least I thought I could tell that he was—but I was so helpless. If only I'd gotten there sooner, or called for help before I did, I might have—" 
 
    Alexander had scooted even closer to her and just as she'd said it, he grabbed hold of her shoulders. His voice was calm, but stern. "Don't do it, Hannah. Don't second-guess yourself. It wasn't meant to be. You did all you could." 
 
    "I've gone over and over it in my mind. You have no idea. And I have these dreams—" Her voice cracked, and tears started to gather at the corners of her eyes. The only person she'd ever opened up to about her father's death was Boone and, even then, she hadn't really spoken about the darkest things which had happened on that day. 
 
    Since the funeral, she'd had opportunities to get things out in the open. Marie had asked her faithfully if she was okay, if she needed anything, if she wanted to talk. Her mom had gotten her tons of new clothes, a new cell phone, and a new iPad which, Hannah knew, was her strange way of showing consolation; at one point, she'd even suggested that Hannah visit a shrink, but she'd put the nix on that one fast. 
 
    She now realized that, other than Boone, she hadn't really talked with anyone much about the actual day she'd found him… the thing that still haunted her most. 
 
    For some time now, she'd digested the whole thing up inside of her, regurgitated it, and then swallowed it… over and over again. 
 
    Today—with Alexander—was the first time she'd discussed it with anyone in such detail. 
 
    And Alexander listened. 
 
    That was, in part, what intrigued her about him. When he spoke, he was witty, challenging, interesting. But along with that quality, he was one of the best listeners of any friend she'd ever known. 
 
    That is, he listened all the way up until the heavens above them split wide open. 
 
    It caught both of them unaware. One second Hannah was telling him about the strange dreams she'd been having of her father, and the next second, quarter-sized droplets of rain started plummeting from the sky. 
 
    The weather had been a menace to them all day. 
 
    She squealed when it started coming down. "Aggh!… Alexander, we're gonna get soaked." 
 
    Almost immediately the huge raindrops turned to sheets of rain, and within less than a minute it had completely drenched them. 
 
    Alexander looked as if he'd just stepped out of the shower. 
 
    And for some odd reason, when they were scrambling to round everything up, he suddenly stopped right in front of her. Through the curtain of rain she could make out a wily, boyish grin spread out like a hammock across his lips. 
 
    It was the kind of grin exchanged between two people who shared secrets. 
 
    Hannah couldn't help but grin back at him. 
 
    And then, completely out of the blue, his expression turned serious, and he reached out and touched the side of her face. 
 
    She closed her eyes and leaned into his touch. When she opened them, his face was just inches from hers. Water dripped down their foreheads and cheeks as he moved in slowly to kiss her. And as his lips met hers, the cool taste of rain trickled into her mouth. 
 
    The kiss was so soft, so tender, it almost made her cry. 
 
    When he finally pulled away, he said, "We'll never forget this day, will we?" 
 
    Hannah shook her head. "No." 
 
    "We probably should head out, huh?" 
 
    "Probably," she admitted. 
 
    "Okay, let's finish getting this stuff packed up and get out of here." He pressed the keys into her hand and handed her the food basket. "Here, run this to the trunk. I'll get everything else." 
 
    She ran as best she could while lugging the heavy basket, finally reaching the vehicle which had to have been a good football field away. When she got there, she used the remote entry to pop up the back end of the car. 
 
    She set the container inside of the trunk and was just about to close it, when something caught her eye. The object was shiny and partially covered by a blanket. 
 
    Hannah instantly froze. She looked off toward Alexander and then back down at it. 
 
    He would be here in no time. If she were going to do it, she'd have to act fast. 
 
    She pulled back the Indian print blanket. 
 
    Behind it was a 45 mm pistol, partially dislodged from a leather holster. 
 
    Alarms went off in Hannah's head. Rational competed with irrational. Why in the world would Alexander have a gun… in his car? Was it for protection… if so, from what? And was it even his? It's very possible, she reasoned with herself, that he didn't even know it was there. Maybe she should just forget about ever seeing it. Or should she confront him? She was pretty sure there would be a simple explanation… 
 
    She really didn't know what to do, and Alexander was jogging to the car that very moment. 
 
    She had to decide. 
 
    "Hey," he called out to her. He was almost at her side. 
 
    She shoved the gun back into the holster and covered it. 
 
    "Hey," she said, glancing up. 
 
    "Did we get everything?" His hand came to rest next to hers on the propped up lid, his eyes scanning the contents of the trunk. 
 
    "Yep. I think so." 
 
    "Good." 
 
    She stepped back as he shut the lid. 
 
    She made her way to the passenger side of the vehicle, but he dashed out in front of her and grabbed the door's handle. 
 
    "Here, let me get that for you." 
 
    "Thanks, Alexander." 
 
    "Sure." He shut the door and ran around to the driver's side. 
 
    As he got in, he tossed something toward her. "I thought you might want this." 
 
    Her phone landed in her lap, just as his face instantly hardened. 
 
    It must have fallen out of her pocket. 
 
    Droplets of rain were smeared across the glass, but the moisture was not nearly enough to hide the mustard yellow message box centered in the middle of the screen. 
 
    The message might as well have been a billboard plastered right in front of the vehicle's windshield. 
 
    It read: One New Text Message, Boone G. 
 
    Without even so much as looking at her, Alexander turned on the ignition and pressed almost immediately onto the gas pedal, screeching the tires against the pavement beneath them. 
 
    Hannah's seatbelt locked with the jolt of the force. She was pretty sure he'd left some skid marks. She put the phone in her purse and concentrated on looking out her window. Everything passed by in a blur. 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, she could see his knuckles clenched tightly around the steering wheel. 
 
    Finally, after several miles down the road, Alexander broke the silence. 
 
    "So, Hannah," he said, in as condescending a voice as he could muster, "what did Eliza have to say this time?" 
 
    She ignored him. 
 
    Jerk. 
 
    She didn't need to defend herself because she'd done nothing wrong. Well, maybe she'd fibbed just a smidgeon, but it was for his own good—he wouldn't have wanted to know the truth. And besides, what was the truth about her and Boone Grassle? There was nothing, absolutely nothing she could have said about him that would have satisfied Alexander anyway. 
 
    How could she explain something to him that she couldn't really even explain to herself? 
 
    Fine, she thought to herself, give me the silent treatment. 
 
    Two can play that game. 
 
    Eventually, they passed a speed sign marked sixty. 
 
    She glanced at his speedometer. Now, he was only going five miles over the limit. 
 
    She raised her eyebrows and let them fall as she exhaled. Maybe he's starting to cool off, she thought. At least it appeared that he'd given up on breaking the sound barrier. 
 
    It wasn't long before he draped a free hand across the armrest so that it was only inches from touching her. 
 
    Hannah kept her arms folded. 
 
    From there, his arm moved toward her until his fingers grazed her elbow. 
 
    He glanced over at her. 
 
    But, he'd underestimated her. She immediately yanked her arm away from his touch and sent him a heated, "don't mess with me" glare. Then, she scooted as far away as the bucket seat would let her, wrapped both of her arms around her ribcage, and fixed her eyes straight ahead. 
 
    He cranked up the music… loud. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. 
 
    Finally, though, after turning down the tree-lined lane to Aspen Ridge Ranch, he lowered the stereo's volume and put an end to the standoff. 
 
    It might have been the first time Alexander Stastny had ever admitted defeat. 
 
    And as they sat there parked in front of her house, he angled his body toward her. "Hannah, I'm sorry. It's none of my business, I know. And I was wrong." 
 
    She refused to look at him. 
 
    "Will you please forgive me?" 
 
    His plea pinballed between them for several, elongated seconds, until she flipped the steel ball right back at him with one swift motion. "You're right, Alexander. It isn't any of your business. And if I want to tell you things, I will… otherwise, I won't. I don't owe you anything." 
 
    "You're absolutely right. You don't." 
 
    Her hand moved to the latch on the door. 
 
    "Hannah." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Will you at least let me make it up to you?" 
 
    She didn't answer. 
 
    "Please?" 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Well, if you look at me, I'll tell you." 
 
    She paused and snuck a glimpse of him with one eye. 
 
    "No, I mean turn all the way around." 
 
    "Why should I?" 
 
    "Please just do it." 
 
    She begrudgingly complied. 
 
    "Now, move closer to me." 
 
    Out of nowhere, her heart began to do jumping jacks. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    She was suddenly annoyed, agitated. 
 
    "Closer, please." He meowed like a homeless kitten. And she was starting to feel a tiny bit sorry for the guy. 
 
    Still though, she wasn't entirely convinced. "I don't want to." 
 
    "Please, Hannah. Just look at me, please." 
 
    Their faces were now only inches apart. It was as if somewhere above them a puppet master was finagling them together. 
 
    Their eyes finally met, and that was it. 
 
    Alexander grabbed her head and crushed their lips together. 
 
    Hannah whimpered. 
 
    Before she knew what was happening, her hands had fastened around his neck. 
 
    Their bodies zipped together in one, elongated motion. 
 
    And at the height of the urgency, Alexander finally managed to pull himself back. But it was not without some serious objection from his body… and his heart. 
 
    "I just needed to kiss you one more time before I left," he stammered. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    He kissed her again, this time with a soft, tender brushstroke which only left her wanting more. 
 
    "I'll talk to you soon," he whispered. 
 
    "Yeah. See ya." 
 
    She wobbled out of the car, her knees weak and jittery. 
 
    Before closing the door, she took a deep breath and leveled her eyes with his. "Thanks for everything," she said. "I had a really great time." 
 
    "Me too. We'll do it again," he smiled. "Soon." 
 
    Hannah smiled, and then quietly disappeared inside her house. 
 
    Alexander waited until the door shut behind her before pulling away. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 21—PREMONITION 
 
    Hannah lay in bed that night with a myriad of thoughts running through her head, most of them centered on Alexander. She'd had an amazing time. 
 
    That is, until the phone fiasco. 
 
    But he'd capitulated… and earned his points back with his heartfelt pleas… 
 
    And she'd hands down won the battle… which, in the end, was all that really mattered. 
 
    Yep, there was no doubt about it: Hannah was crazy about him. She was surprised at how much she'd enjoyed his company, and how much pleasure she'd experienced with his kisses and affection. 
 
    And the ongoing teasing between them was like wind on a fire. It fueled her. Made her feel alive. Significant. Real. 
 
    But, it also made her feel vulnerable. 
 
    Seemingly overnight, Boone and Alexander had crept into her life and had started to erase some of the agonies of the past. 
 
    In a weird sort of way, she'd felt bad about straying from the memories of yesterday. They'd held her in bondage. Until now. 
 
    Until Boone. And Alexander. 
 
    Together, they'd helped her think about the nows and the tomorrows. It was liberating, invigorating—like a rush of sea air. 
 
    She was beginning to pick back up the pieces of her life. 
 
    And goddamnit, she deserved it after everything she'd been through. It felt good. Right. Normal. 
 
    But just when she felt sure that she was falling in love with Boone Grassle, Alexander Stastny had appeared out of nowhere. 
 
    Now, she was more confused than ever. 
 
    She couldn't help but compare them. Weigh them both in her mind. 
 
    Probably the weirdest thing of all was the fact that she was head over heels… for both of them. 
 
    How could that even be possible when they were so different? 
 
    Boone had been her first kiss. And it had been wonderful—strangely comforting. Like returning home after a long absence. With him, things were calm. Easy. Familiar. A warm summer day without a cloud in the sky. 
 
    But was he too much like her father? Was he too old? Did he excite her enough? 
 
    Alexander's kiss had been something else entirely—exhilarating to the point of making her dizzy. And he was… well, he was like a wildfire. Unpredictable. Consuming. Maybe even dangerous. With him, exciting wasn't even remotely an issue—the problem was his mysteriousness. He was somewhat aloof and, for some reason, it felt like he was keeping things from her. 
 
    And no matter how hard she tried, Hannah couldn't get the gun off her mind. It's not like it was the gun itself that really bothered her. She'd been raised around guns. She even had her own shotgun. It was the fact that he was a foreigner who had a gun in his possession when he was with her which was slightly bothersome. For what reason could he possibly need a pistol? 
 
    Then there was the issue of him disappearing. She hadn't dared broach the subject with him on their first date. She'd decided that morning after much deliberation—not long before he came to pick her up—to bring it up another time. She'd wanted to enjoy her date with him and not give him the third degree from ground zero. 
 
    Still, something deep inside of her—call it instinct, intuition, a sixth sense—whatever it was, kept telling her things about Alexander which, if she was totally honest with herself, she knew full well that she didn't really want to hear. 
 
    The voice went off in her head at random times like a broken grandfather clock. 
 
    She'd first heard it on the last day with her father. 
 
    Now it appeared more frequently, especially since the arrival of Alexander. 
 
    Be careful, it said. He's dangerous. He's not good for you. 
 
    Hannah's logical side pooh-poohed it away. She wasn't about to live her life in fear. 
 
    And yet, strangely enough, it was this dark and dangerous side of the Russian that appealed to her most, luring her to him without reservation, in spite of any so-called premonitions. 
 
    All Hannah knew was no matter how hard she tried to deny it, every minute, every second that went by made Alexander Stastny more and more irresistible to her. 
 
    Yet she also knew that time had watered the seed of Boone Grassle within her, a seed planted long ago during her childhood. A seed fertilized on their day spent together at Driftwood Falls. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 22—WATCHER 
 
    As Hannah fell asleep that night with thoughts of Boone and Alexander churning in her head, Sicarius watched her chest rise and fall with the gentle, rhythmic pulse of slumber, like he had for many nights now. 
 
    He could tell she didn't yet have her powers, but he could sense it wouldn't be long. 
 
    He'd been given strict orders not to eliminate the target before he'd verified her status. 
 
    The end… no, her end, he thought with an enormous degree of satisfaction, was near. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 23—WALDORF 
 
    Having finished their business at Aralk's the previous evening, Jackie and all of the others had spent the day together debriefing about the latest developments revealed to them by the Supreme Leader. Afterwards, she'd invited everyone to her hotel for drinks, but Hagan and Clark had other business to attend to, and Pierre and Hugh had both needed to catch evening flights out of LaGuardia. 
 
    So, she and Timothy had decided to go on without them, and they were now sitting across from each other at a cozy, private table at the Waldorf in New York City. 
 
    "It's nice to be in a place where we're left alone, isn't it?" Jackie took a sip of her martini. 
 
    Timothy closed his eyes and arched his head back and forward in an exaggerated motion, "Mmm… You've got that right." 
 
    Timothy threw down some brandy and extended an arm directly in front of her, spreading his perfectly-manicured fingers wide. "Just last week, I had this mangy gal who came to my DC office—just appeared out of nowhere, mind you—she'd managed to finagle her way past my secretary, whom I later discovered was in the bathroom. So anyway, this lady walks to the front of my desk and says, 'You must be Senator Welchel,' and I say, 'Well, yes, as a matter of fact I am. And you are—' 'Margaret,' she said, 'Margaret Swallow.' I asked her if she had an appointment, and she shook her head. And then I said, 'Well, Margaret, what can I do for you today?'" 
 
    He downed the rest of his drink and motioned for the waiter. A man in a white shirt and bowtie promptly appeared. 
 
    "Sir?" 
 
    The Senator pointed at the empty glass without even looking at him. "I'll have another." 
 
    The waiter tipped his head. "Of course, sir." 
 
    "Anyhow, back to my story. This woman told me she needed help." He rolled his eyes. "Now, tell me Jackie, do I look like a charity office to you?" 
 
    Jackie laughed. "Well, now I don't know, Tim… I really think I could see you ringing that bell in a red apron at Christmastime…" 
 
    "Hah, hah. Very funny." 
 
    "Well, what was wrong with her?" 
 
    "Oh, I don't remember, something along the lines of she had a large brood, and the husband had left her or some damn thing. Lost their house, the family dog, you know the usual sob story." 
 
    She nodded. "So what did you tell her?" 
 
    "That we were working day and night to give her hope, to provide for her needs. You know the spiel—" 
 
    "It sounds like a nightmare. How did you get rid of her?" 
 
    "Well, by about this time, I saw that Nancy was back at her post, and so I excused myself and marched right out to her desk and whispered in her ear that she had exactly sixty seconds to deal with this hobo in my office or she would be out of a job." 
 
    "Did it work?" 
 
    "Did it ever. I've never seen the girl move so fast in her entire life. I think she took down the lady's information and told her she'd be in touch. Hell, what did I care how she did it? The broad was out of my sight." 
 
    Jackie shook her head. "They really don't understand how much we've got on our plates. How much we are doing on their behalf. And how little we get in return. I suppose we're sort of celebrities to them." 
 
    "Yeah, that's why places like this are so nice. There's a mutual sense of respect all around, a common level of decency and sophistication… and people leave you alone." 
 
    Jackie's phone vibrated. 
 
    "Who is it?" Timothy asked peering over the rim of his tumbler. 
 
    She hit the dismiss button and looked up. "Hannah. Just wanting to know when I'm coming home." 
 
    "Have you told her the big news?" 
 
    "What big news?" 
 
    "About your little reporter friend." 
 
    "Not yet." 
 
    "Well, what are you waiting for?" 
 
    "I'm not waiting. Any longer. Paul is coming home with me this weekend." 
 
    He grinned. "And how do you propose to pull that off?" 
 
    "Very carefully." Jackie used her fingers to slide the olive off of the toothpick and into her mouth. After she finished chewing, she swallowed it and said, "I really could eat a whole jar of those." 
 
    "I know what you mean." He loosened his tie. "How about some crab cakes? You know how good they are here." 
 
    "That sounds perfect." 
 
    Less than ten minutes later, the order arrived on fine china rimmed in gold. 
 
    "I didn't realize I was this hungry," Jackie said. "But come to think of it, I didn't really have dinner." 
 
    "I did eat supper, but drinks always make me famished anyway." 
 
    The Senators devoured them until there was only one left. Jackie insisted Timothy take it, and he'd answered, with a goofy grin, that he didn't mind if he did. 
 
    After the waiter cleared the table, Senator Welchel dabbed the sides of his mouth with his napkin. And then his gaze all at once narrowed. He grabbed the sides of the table and leaned as far as he could across it, lowering his voice to a murmur. 
 
    "So, Jackie, how do you plan to prepare your family for Operation Snowflake?" 
 
    His alcohol-laced breath reminded her of a fraternity house. Jackie's head immediately dropped, and she stole glances over both of her shoulders, quickly dismissing him with a flick of her hand. "This isn't the place, Tim. You know the strict orders Aralk gave about not discussing anything outside of certain boundaries." 
 
    He answered in a toddler's whisper, "You're right, you're right. Sorry, Jackie. I just couldn't help myself." 
 
    She patted the top of his hand. "It's okay, Tim. It's okay," she said in a Mother Hen voice. 
 
    This wasn't the first time she'd seen Timothy's drinking was doing the talking for him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 24—CHANGE 
 
    Jackie's Mercedes pulled down the long driveway just in time to see Hannah come in from riding. Through the windshield's glare, she caught a glimpse of her daughter's flushed cheeks and the horse's flaring nostrils, both of which indicated that she had, once again, pushed the boundaries. She loved to ride hard and even jump obstacles, just like Vance had. It had always made Jackie nervous. 
 
    Ah well, few things surprised her anymore. And the days of influencing her daughter's development were long gone. Some things just weren't worth the fight. Some things were better left alone. 
 
    Hannah pulled the reins up sharply toward her sternum, the sudden movement kicking up a cloud of dust and whipping her hair all around her face. 
 
    Jackie shook her head. And in spite of herself, she couldn't stop her mouth from turning up at the corners. Her child reminded her of a wild stallion: full of raw, unbroken beauty which had yet to yield to the ways of the world. Occasionally, she saw herself in her daughter, but more often she saw glimpses of her late husband. In any case, what attempts Jackie had made to "tame" her, had only ever pushed her in the other direction. Toward her father. 
 
    Still, despite their differences, Jackie was proud of her. Especially today. 
 
    There was special cause to celebrate, and she was in a particularly jovial mood. She took a swig of her mineral water and handed the bottle to Paul, who replaced the cap. 
 
    Hannah grinned from atop her horse, but just as she went to wave, her hand stopped mid-air. 
 
    "Uh-oh," the man said with a grimace. "She saw me." 
 
    Jackie slid her hand over his and glanced over at him with a heavy sigh. "Well, Paul, we've got to tell her sometime. It's not like we can keep it a secret forever." 
 
    "I know. I know. I just wonder if it's too soon." 
 
    "She'll be fine," Jackie said. "Trust me." 
 
    Paul wasn't convinced. Jackie had won the argument about whether or not he should come back to Colorado to meet Hannah. But he'd had some strong reservations. 
 
    It was too soon since the death of her father, he'd argued. She'd figure out, he'd told her, that there was more to it than they were letting on. 
 
    But Jackie was tired of keeping their relationship a secret and besides, she'd reasoned, all Hannah needed to know was that he was doing a news story. They could act as friends, she'd assured him, and Hannah wouldn't suspect a thing. 
 
    Paul was skeptical to say the least. He knew all too well that little escaped the bloodhound nose of a teenager. They often smelled the truth before even seeing it. 
 
    "Ready?" Jackie had parked the car outside of the garage. 
 
    "Sure," he cracked a grin. "What's the worst that could happen?" 
 
    Jackie and Paul found her in the barn brushing down her horse. In her peripheral vision, Hannah saw her mother's high heels approaching, but she pretended not to notice, instead focusing all of her energy on smoothing out Zane's coat and taking long, even strokes with her brush. 
 
    "Hi honey." 
 
    From the barn entrance, Jackie threw out the greeting as if nothing were out of the ordinary, as if having a new man at her father's home just a few months after his death was commonplace. 
 
    Yeah, sure, Mom. Just another day at the ranch, huh? 
 
    Hannah pursed her lips together and fought off the urge to puke. If her mother thought she was stupid enough to fall for her antics, then she was in for a rude awakening. 
 
    Jackie came up beside her and pecked her on the forehead, simultaneously curling an arm around Hannah's shoulders as if the two of them were long-lost friends. 
 
    "Hey," Hannah grumbled, willing her gaze straight ahead. 
 
    She wasn't about to recognize the intruder. 
 
    But instead of forcing things, Jackie let go of Hannah and moved in the direction of the horse. 
 
    It surprised Hannah that her mom had actually dared to step this close to a creature with four legs. The last time Jackie Bailey had ridden a horse—actually, the only time she'd ridden a horse, if you could even really call it riding—she'd had an up-close encounter with Mother Earth, and had ended up bruised and battered with a complimentary facial in a steaming warm cow pie. 
 
    She'd been posing for American Politics Magazine in an expensive riding outfit which had looked absolutely absurd because she wasn't even one iota of a horsewoman. 
 
    Naturally though, she'd insisted on looking the part for the press. 
 
    When she'd finally risen like Lazarus from the dead, the excrement had practically embedded itself into nearly every single pore of her face. 
 
    It had been all Hannah and Vance could do to hold back the hysterics. 
 
    Hannah had always felt that animals sensed dislike from humans and made it their priority to retaliate. In that particular instance, the scene was so perfectly orchestrated it was as if the animal had been planning it for months. 
 
    Even now, Zane's ears were pinned back against his head, and his eyes were darting back and forth as if not entirely sure of what to settle on. His tail swished, and his front leg stomped a couple of times. 
 
    "Um, Mom, you might want to just let me finish up with him." 
 
    "Oh, it's fine Hannah. He's such a nice horse." 
 
    Under any other circumstances, her mother would have backed away from the animal and would probably have never even approached him in the first place. But the VIP male audience had clearly emboldened her. Jackie strummed the horse's chin and flashed a Hollywood smile in the man's direction. Then, it happened fast. One second the horse was harmlessly nuzzling the front of her navy blue jacket, and the next second Jackie was screeching like a peacock as horse boogers landed front and center on her designer suit. 
 
    Zane had snorted out enough mucus from his facial orifices to texture an entire wall of sheetrock. 
 
    Hannah fell down onto the ground laughing until her sides hurt. And she also happened to notice—in between tears and not without a substantial degree of amusement—that the mystery man, who still hung a few yards back, had folded his arms in front of him and sent the back of one hand north. 
 
    Even he was trying not to laugh. 
 
    If only the magazine spread had gotten this snapshot, Hannah thought. 
 
    As if reading her mind, Jackie shot her an angry look. 
 
    "That damn animal," Jackie snarled. "I don't know why I ever agreed to let you have him in the first place." 
 
    "You didn't," Hannah said smugly. 
 
    She looked right at the man. "Dad did," she said, locking eyes with him. 
 
    The mention of her father brought an immediate stillness over the barn, as if all of the sudden her father's spirit had descended upon them. 
 
    Even the animals grew quiet. 
 
    Jackie's eyes slanted and lips pulled together, as she wiped her face with a sleeve. 
 
    "Hannah," she said stringing out the word as if it would somehow help her regain her composure, "I want to introduce you to Paul." She smiled grandly, gesturing toward him as if introducing her prize-winning pickles at the fair. "Paul Hurley," she added with an air of formality. 
 
    The man said hi and stepped toward Hannah as if unsure just how close he should get. 
 
    "Hi," Hannah said, taking the outstretched hand. The fact that he'd chuckled at her mother's expense had already earned him points in her book. 
 
    He looked harmless enough—in a kind of Humpty-Dumpty sort of a way. He had a nice smile and clean lines across his chin and cheekbones. 
 
    But then something registered in her brain, like she'd seen him before. And then his checkmark-shaped eyebrow, which made it seem as though he was continually on the verge of asking a question, gave it away. 
 
    Before she could stop, she'd blurted it out. "You're that news guy—" 
 
    His eyes twinkled at her while Jackie answered for him. "I thought you might recognize him, Hannah. Paul is the anchor on American News Network, you know ANN." 
 
    Hannah's head bobbed in a protracted nod. "Ah-hah. That's where I've seen you. I thought you looked familiar." 
 
    Paul nodded. "I get it quite a bit—people recognize me but can't quite put a finger on where they've seen me before." 
 
    Jackie cleared her throat. "Paul is doing a report on a day in the life of a Senator, and he chose to profile me. He's been following my schedule for the last few weeks, and so I invited him to the ranch so he can see what my life is like when I'm not in Washington." 
 
    Hannah's eyebrows lifted as she grabbed Zane's halter and led him toward his stall. Just a few feet past them, she stopped and swiveled her head back around. 
 
    "Hmm," she said thoughtfully, with a deliberate pause for effect. "Could've fooled me. For a second there, I thought you were my mom's boyfriend." 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 25—PROTECTION 
 
    In the center of the dining room table, brass candlesticks flickered with golden light on either side of an autumn floral arrangement accented with miniature cattails and dried lotus pods. Gourds, tiny pumpkins, and ornamental corn lay on the cream-colored tablecloth amidst lily pad potholders. And in one corner were two bottles of sparkling cider, each with beads of condensation dribbling down their sides. 
 
    Upstairs in her bedroom, Jackie stared at her reflection in the vanity. She was feeling hopeful, almost renewed in a way, to spend an evening with Paul and Hannah. As she brushed her hair, she thought about how far she'd come since Vance's death. 
 
    It was no secret that their love for each other had died long before he had. Really, ever since the start of her political career, their lives had gone in separate directions. And in truth, his death had been almost a relief. She felt as if she no longer carried the burden of secrets she once had. 
 
    She stretched toward the mirror and carefully applied her black eyeliner. 
 
    Her work in the Transition was a dream come true. Since meeting Hagan and Clark, they'd helped pave the way for her ascendency to the top of American politics. It was they who had introduced her to the Protectorate and recruited her for the important role she now occupied. Never had there been a cause she believed more important to America's future or more worthy of her time and effort. 
 
    She thought of Paul out in the guest house. She wanted him permanently by her side. And this trip was, in part, testing the waters. Seeing if Hannah was ready for a new father figure in her life. She knew it was early—maybe even too soon for her daughter to accept a new reality—but Jackie was tired of living in the past. She wanted a new beginning, a fresh start. 
 
    She'd detested being called a widow and had made up her mind, very shortly after her husband's passing, to do everything within her power to marry again… soon… and preferably to someone with substantial resources. 
 
    And now here she was. On the verge of all of her dreams coming true. 
 
    She eyed her rows of lipstick. What color most suited her mood? 
 
    She grabbed the tube of Ravishing Red. 
 
    More often than not lately, she'd opted for some shade of red. 
 
    She traced the outline of her lips, lightly blotted them with a tissue, and pulled back only slightly from the mirror. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    She got up and went over to her bedroom door to make sure it was locked. She drew the blinds and did a quick scan around the room. One could never be too careful. 
 
    Satisfied, she lifted the painting off of the wall and set it carefully on her bed, before returning to punch the code into the safe. The door swung open and she reached inside, wrapping her fingers gingerly around the vial. 
 
    She held the container level with her eyes. 
 
    Amazing, she thought. Here, right in front of her, was the power to save people, the immunization for the hellish virus soon to be launched all across the continent. 
 
    Only limited amounts of it were available. Those essential to the Transition were charged with its dispersal. Aralk and President Dobbs had personally selected her. 
 
    They trusted her that much. Naturally, its distribution was Top Secret, known to only a select few. And tonight… well, tonight she wasn't taking any chances. She was determined to protect those around her. That was her duty. And her privilege. 
 
    After all these years of serving the people, her loyalty had paid off. 
 
    She knew the importance of protecting the United States from lunatics who thought that individuals knew what was best for the nation. 
 
    Bullshit. 
 
    When people were left to their own devices, chaos reigned. Hadn't history proved that? People were selfish, interested only in their own advancement. 
 
    Her goal—the goal of the Transition—was to counter this inherent self-interest and think of the well-being of the collective whole. The Protectorate utilized the best and brightest in society to level the playing field among citizens. They worked tirelessly to steady the country's rudder. She was a tool to help do for people what they couldn't do for themselves. 
 
    There would be no more discrepancies between rich and poor, no longer the haves and have-nots… inequalities among people would vanish. 
 
    For years now, the Transition had revolutionized America. And the world. 
 
    Jackie knew that the release of the deadly virus, Operation Snowflake, was the capstone event of Phase IV. It would put an end to an aging and decrepit United States which had rotted and crumbled. Once launched in several strategic locations, it would eliminate any remaining pockets of resistance throughout the nation and wipe clean the slate for the subsequent work of the Protectorate. Naturally, Operation Santa—the declaration of Martial Law—would soon follow, as President Dobbs would be left with no other option than to restore order across the land. And after that, Aralk and the whole of the Protectorate would lead the reorganization under the Contineo. 
 
    Aralk was an amazing, brilliant man. He was a mastermind of planning, orchestrating, and helping people. He was the pillar of the entire movement. All along, the president and other members of the Protectorate had looked to him for guidance and direction. 
 
    Never would the United States be greater. And never again would she, Jackie Bailey, be satisfied with life on this godforsaken ranch. 
 
    She set the vial back in the safe but left the door open. 
 
    In less than an hour, they would dine together—the first formal dinner with what she hoped would be her new family. 
 
    * 
 
    Jackie filled each goblet with cider and sent two drops of the liquid swirling into the brass-colored drink. The antidote was odorless, colorless, and virtually undetectable. 
 
    Paul came into the room just as she finished up. 
 
    "Did you get it done?" he mouthed. 
 
    Jackie nodded. 
 
    She straightened his tie. 
 
    She looked good to him. She was so elegant and sophisticated. And powerful. He'd wanted to marry her for a long time. When her husband had passed away, he'd been relieved to know they would no longer have to keep their relationship a secret. He was looking forward to having a real future together. Since meeting her, his career had skyrocketed, thanks in large part to all of the new connections she'd been able to secure for him. 
 
    Just within the past month, he'd interviewed the Pope, the Prime Minister of Britain, and the King of Saudi Arabia. Never had his future looked brighter. 
 
    He'd loved her for a long time. Now, he felt like a pilot in the cockpit of a brand new plane: the sky was the limit. 
 
    Paul knew he shouldn't, not here, not now, when anyone could walk in on them, but he couldn't resist. He put an arm around her shoulders and took her chin in his other hand, slowly bringing her lips to his. She smiled as he kissed her. And then she playfully pushed him away. 
 
    "Now is not a good time," she said in hushed tones. "She'll see us." 
 
    Later, she whispered to the side of his cheek. 
 
    * 
 
    They were waiting for Hannah. She was already five minutes late for dinner. 
 
    Jackie's fingers tapped on the table. Finally, she sighed in disgust. 
 
    "Paul, I'm sorry," she said. "I'm really not sure what's gotten into her—" 
 
    "Jackie, it's fine. And it's perfectly natural," he replied. "These things take time. And I understand that. But you're worth the wait. Even if we have to put off the wedding—" 
 
    A clunk-clunk sound vibrated on the wood floor coming toward them. The two exchanged a look that said, "Here we go again." Jackie rolled her eyes. 
 
    Without even a greeting, Hannah entered the room dressed in black. But it wasn't just any black. 
 
    She looked like a Gothic character out of some horror movie. Only she'd taken it to the extreme—like to the umpteenth degree. Charcoal eye shadow sandwiched her eyes outlined by pitch-black eyeliner, probably the same kind used by Dracula. Pencil strands of onyx hair fell around her shoulders, and the entire length of her body was covered in layers of darkness making it difficult to tell where one bit of clothing ended and another began. The only things which really stood out, or that Jackie even recognized, were Hannah's snakeskin boots. Even the sweater she wore looked like a cape. 
 
    "My heavens, Hannah," said Jackie dryly. "I didn't know it was Halloween." 
 
    Caribbean eyes peered out from behind black curtains. "I didn't know you'd already moved on from dad's death." 
 
    Jackie's face contorted into a mixture of shock and disgust. But Hannah wasn't finished. 
 
    "Some of us, Mother," she steamed, "are still in mourning." 
 
    "How dare you suggest I—" 
 
    "How dare you bring a man home with you, Mom? I mean, how did you think that would make me feel? Did you even stop to think about it? Or were you too busy making plans for your future together?" 
 
    "Hannah, stop it right now," she hissed. "You don't even know what you're saying." 
 
    Her bottom lip quivered. "I know you're trying to forget Dad. And replace him. Well, that's something I'll never do," she snapped. "And you can bet I will never, ever accept someone else to take his place." She slammed a chair into the table, causing a brief earthquake of dishes and silverware, and then she stormed out of the room. 
 
    Jackie's face went blank, and she lifted her hands in exasperation. No wonder why I am getting gray hairs, she thought. 
 
    * 
 
    After what Jackie labeled "Hannah's Eruption," and following a very quiet dinner, Marie and Stony joined the two of them for dessert and cocktails in the den. 
 
    Jackie had to make apologies for Hannah's absence, but it didn't surprise either of them to hear she'd blown up at the situation. 
 
    Afterwards, Jackie caught Marie in the kitchen doing dishes. 
 
    "I've heated up this cider. Would you please take it to her, Marie? I think she'll listen to you more than me. And you know it's critical that she drink the entire cup." 
 
    Jackie had confided in Marie about the immunization. She trusted Marie with her life. 
 
    "Of course, Mrs. Bailey. I'll make sure she drinks it. And I'll take some food up, too." 
 
    "Good," Jackie nodded. She stopped at the doorway before leaving. "And Marie?" 
 
    She half-turned from the sink, her hands still hovering over sudsy water. "Yes?" 
 
    "Thank you. For everything. I don't know what we'd do without you." 
 
    "Of course, Mrs. Bailey," she smiled good-naturedly. "We're all family." 
 
    * 
 
    The cup of cider tasted good. And Hannah gobbled down the food like she hadn't eaten in days. 
 
    "Slow down," Marie chided. "You'll give yourself a stomach ache." 
 
    "Sorry," Hannah muttered with a mouthful of brownie. 
 
    "I've got to say, Hannah, this is quite a look you have going." 
 
    "Yeah, well, that's quite a stunt my mom pulled," she retorted. 
 
    Marie crossed her legs and looked at the floor before replying. "She's just human. And wants to be happy." 
 
    "What about my happiness, Marie? Does she ever think of that? I mean, Dad was everything to me and now he's gone. She's away all of the time and when she is here, she might as well be somewhere else. And now she's gone and got a boyfriend? Are you kidding me? Just when things were starting to get back to some kind of normal she goes and drags home some random man." She wrinkled her nose. "He's probably a real peach, too. Most of the people she hangs out with in DC are real slime bags." 
 
    "You don't know that—" 
 
    Hannah lowered her head. "You haven't gone there and been around them. It's like being in a fake world where nothing is real. The only things they talk about are money and power." She paused. "And how to get more of both of them." Tears welled up in her eyes. "I don't know, Marie. I'm just tired of everything. More than anything, I just want to get away from here. Away from it all." 
 
    "I know you feel that way," said Marie. "Just hang in there. Soon, you'll be heading off to college and starting a new chapter of your life, and all of this will seem like a distant memory." 
 
    "But that's the weird thing," she exhaled. "A big part of me wants to leave everything and have a fresh start, but at the same time, the other part of me doesn't want to abandon the memory of Dad. I'd give anything to have him back—to have my old life back." 
 
    Marie rubbed her hand. She really felt sorry for her. She'd been through so much. And now this. She was just thankful that Hannah hadn't quite picked up on the fact—at least not yet—that Jackie had been with this man for quite some time. Certainly well before Vance's death. 
 
    "You've got to understand something, Hannah," she said gently. "Your father will always be with you. No matter where you go. A hundred years from now, he'll still be with you." 
 
    She continued slowly. "Death doesn't mean people leave us, it's just a test to make sure we don't leave them. And as long as we don't abandon their memory, they stay with us." 
 
    Marie looked away as if reaching for a memory of her own. "They stay with us in our hearts. Etched on our souls. Imprinted upon our spirits." 
 
    She looked back at Hannah. "You need to start thinking of your father's death as a different way for him to be with you. And for you to be with him. Instead of his physical presence, it's now a spiritual presence he's left with you, a legacy in your soul, which is far stronger than anything of this world." 
 
    "But nothing substitutes for him being here." 
 
    "How do you know he isn't here?" Marie asked. "With you. Right now." 
 
    Hannah finished the last of her drink. She put the cup on its saucer and set it on her nightstand. Thinking he wasn't entirely gone didn't fill the void. Nothing would. Marie just didn't understand. How could anyone understand who hadn't been through it? 
 
    "What about Alexander?" Marie's face softened. 
 
    Hannah pulled off her heavy sweater and used it to wipe away her tears. 
 
    "Huh?" Marie pressed her teasingly. "You're not answering me," she said, scooting closer to Hannah and tugging at a strand of her hair. 
 
    Hannah cracked a smile. 
 
    "Whew," Marie said, blowing out a fake breath and dragging the back of her hand across her forehead. "I was beginning to think I'd never see Elvira smile." 
 
    She asked once more about Alexander. 
 
    "I don't know," said Hannah avoiding her gaze. 
 
    "Of course you know. Tell me every little detail about him." 
 
    "There's nothing to tell." 
 
    "Do you like him?" 
 
    "I don't know." 
 
    Marie gave her a look of exasperation. 
 
    "Well, I guess I do." Hannah hesitated. "But—" 
 
    "But, what?" 
 
    "I've also been kind of thinking about Boone. Grassle." 
 
    "What?" Her mouth dropped open. 
 
    "He kissed me." She waited a couple of seconds and then added, "But so did Alexander." 
 
    "Oh, my goodness, girl. You've got them coming after you like bees to honey." 
 
    "It's just… they're so different. Boone is kind of, well, normal and we come from the same background and stuff. But I saw him a while ago without his shirt on and, whew—I had no idea he looked like that." She was giggling. "And then there's Alexander. Did you know they call him 'His Hotness'?" 
 
    Marie grinned. "Oh, for Pete's sake. Well, I can't say I'm surprised. I sure liked him. He seemed like a nice young man." 
 
    "Yeah, well, he's kind of different—different than anyone I've ever met. And there's something kind of mysterious about him. Probably just because he's a foreigner. And I wouldn't exactly say dangerous, but there is something about him that's exciting. Like you never know what he's going to do or say." 
 
    Marie took a second to process what she said. "Hmm… land's sake, well, I sure hope he's not dangerous." She got up from the bed and plopped down in an adjacent chair. 
 
    "I used to think my first husband was exciting, too," she frowned. "Until he started down the road of unpredictable and unstable." 
 
    "I didn't know you were married before, Marie. Seems like somewhere I heard maybe you were, but I wasn't exactly sure…" 
 
    "Well, now you know," she said sighing. "It was ages ago. When I was young and foolish." 
 
    She picked a piece of lint off from her pant leg and dropped it in the trashcan by her chair. 
 
    "But enough about me and my boring life. So, tell me which one do you like more? Alexander or Boone?" 
 
    Hannah leaned back against a pile of pillows and couldn't help grinning. "I don't know. I mean they're so different. I'm definitely drawn to Alexander more than Boone. Boone's like a down comforter. Warm in winter and cool in summer, but otherwise kinda colorless and plain." 
 
    Marie laughed. "Maybe you're right," she said, "but a good ol' down comforter is also the best there is—durable, flexible—it works better than any other kind of bedspread." 
 
    "Alexander is… oh, I don't know… maybe an electric blanket. Really, really nice on sub-zero nights, but not so practical in the middle of the summer. Sometimes, you might even have to take it off the bed." 
 
    Marie threw a pillow at her, laughing. "Now you're really getting silly." 
 
    "Yeah," Hannah crumpled up her lips, "I'm not really sure how we got on the topic of bed linens." She suddenly paused and grew quiet, and then a smirk spread across her face. "You know he asked me to Homecoming." 
 
    "Who did?" 
 
    "Alexander." 
 
    "Did you say yes?" 
 
    "What do you think, Marie?" 
 
    Hannah's lips curved upwards and fell wide open into a beaming smile. 
 
    * 
 
    After sending Marie up to talk to Hannah, Jackie headed into the family room to join Paul. 
 
    When he heard her approaching, he slid the bookmark between the pages of his novel and set it on the end table. 
 
    She came to a standstill in front of his chair and simply stared at him. 
 
    The look he gave her was stoic, much too stoic for her liking. 
 
    Paul opened his mouth to say something, but she held out an open palm in front of him. 
 
    "Don't even start. I don't even want to hear it." 
 
    "Fine," his eyebrow went even higher than usual. "I won't tell you it was a disaster. And that I told you so." His interlaced hands found their way to the rim of his mouth. For some reason, he'd found the incident rather amusing… and he was having a hard time hiding it. 
 
    She forced out a noise that sounded like a choking hyena and then threw up her hands, "My goodness, why does it have to always be this way?" 
 
    Paul let out a chortle. "Jackie, it's okay," he soothed. "Things will get better. If this is the worst thing that happens to us, I'd say we're in pretty good shape." 
 
    She sat down across from him, resting an elbow on the chair's arm and her chin in her hand. 
 
    Paul couldn't ever remember seeing her like this. 
 
    After a few minutes of him letting her stew in her own thoughts, Jackie finally sat up in her seat. "All I know is I am not going to let a child ruin my life." 
 
    "Well, you don't have to." 
 
    "But she's so difficult." 
 
    "That's how kids are." 
 
    "It's just that Vance knew how to handle her." 
 
    "Jackie, you do a great job. Just let it be. She's not going to change. And neither are you." 
 
    Her voice turned childlike. "Will you stay for Hannah's Homecoming stuff? And her birthday?" 
 
    He dropped his gaze. "Do you really think that's a good idea?" 
 
    She rubbed her forehead. "No, probably not. But she might win something in the Homecoming contest. And it's her eighteenth birthday. And I really want you to." 
 
    "Jackie, listen to me." Paul leaned forward and put his forearms on his thighs. "We really don't need to push things right at this very moment. At this point, Hannah knows about us, knows about me. For now, I think it's probably best to leave it at that. It's a lot for her to digest. Just let it sink in for a while." 
 
    "You're probably right." She exhaled. 
 
    "I am right." 
 
    "When is your flight?" 
 
    "Day after tomorrow." 
 
    "At least it gives us a little more time together." She moved to the edge of her seat. Any trace of defeat instantly vanished. "You can be damn sure, Paul, that the very second Hannah's stuff is over with, I'll be on the first plane back to DC." 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 26—COLD WAR 
 
    "And the winner is…" Drums rolled while the voice on the intercom paused, building up the suspense to the point where Hannah wanted to scream. 
 
    She closed her eyes. She could hardly stand it. Stony's arm was linked with hers, and she could feel him shaking. 
 
    Never would she have guessed that a ridiculous queen contest would make him nervous. Typically, he was the definition of Cool Cat—but not tonight. And his jitters were completely contagious. 
 
    Hannah's heart had started thumping so loud that she was certain he could hear it. She opened her eyes just long enough to glance down at the line of other contestants. 
 
    Each of them had been escorted by their father. Stony had stood in for hers. 
 
    When they announced "Hannah Bailey" over the loudspeaker, for a few seconds she felt like she was outside of her own body, almost like the grass on the football field was swaying beneath her. And no matter how hard she tried, she couldn't stop the tears. 
 
    They were tears for her father who wasn't there with her, tears for something good in the midst of everything bad. 
 
    "Here, darlin', take this." Stony handed her his handkerchief. "I sure am proud of you," he said into her ear. "And I hope you know how pretty you look." 
 
    She didn't think Stony even noticed such things. 
 
    "Thanks, Stony." 
 
    He stood proudly beside her as they put the sash around her and the crown on top of her head. Afterwards, he walked her to the edge of the field and helped her onto the back of the convertible. 
 
    She rode with Lukas Green—Homecoming King—in a baby-blue 1964 Mustang, waving as they circled the field on the track in front of the grandstands. 
 
    She spotted her mom and Marie and Eliza—all of them were near one another in the stands—waving and smiling and yelling things at her like, "We love you" and "Congratulations." 
 
    Afterwards, she was shown to her throne—a gaudy chair which had to be leftover from one of the school plays—on a stage constructed in front of the bleachers. 
 
    All of the princesses and other attendants exchanged pleasantries and offered their congratulations to one another. 
 
    In truth, the attention and hoopla made Hannah feel somewhat embarrassed, but she put on a smile and made it work. 
 
    Not once, in all of the turbulence of the recent months, did the thought ever cross her mind that she would be named Homecoming Queen. 
 
    It wasn't long before Alexander was at her side. "Congratulations," he said in a deep voice. "You look wonderful." 
 
    She met his dark stare. "Thanks, Alexander." 
 
    Tonight, her gaze radiated up at him like polished gems of blue topaz, their color made all the more stunning by her matching floor-length dress. Her eyes never ceased to amaze him. And their blue was chameleon-like. Sometimes they didn't even look real. 
 
    "Are you all ready for tomorrow night? I ordered your corsage yesterday… I hope you like it." 
 
    "I'm sure it'll be perfect," she smiled. "Yeah," she adjusted a bobby pin in her hair, "I guess I'm ready… although, to be honest, I'm not really a dance person. I've only ever gone to a couple." 
 
    "Don't tell me you were never asked." 
 
    "It's not that—it's just I've never really had anyone I cared to go with." 
 
    "Well, I hope that's not the case this time." 
 
    Hannah's pupils suddenly expanded to the size of peppermint patties, and she didn't get a chance to answer him, because out of nowhere—and coming up behind Alexander at that very moment—was Boone Grassle… with an enormous bouquet of red roses. 
 
    And these weren't just your ordinary dozen roses that you'd buy at Shopmart or your local grocery store, these were the most beautiful, long-stemmed roses she had ever seen. Each one was roughly the size of her fist. They must have cost a small fortune. 
 
    Her focus instantly turned toward the bearer of the roses. 
 
    And for a few uncomfortable seconds—as she struggled to find her own voice—she couldn't help but contrast the two guys standing before her. 
 
    The list of comparisons came one after another as if she were receiving a series of text messages sent from the depths of her mind. 
 
    Exquisitely handsome vs. Ruggedly appealing 
 
    BMW vs. Pickup 
 
    Foreign accent vs. Cowboy drawl 
 
    Dangerous vs. Dependable 
 
    Russia vs. America 
 
    Just as soon as the last thought crossed her mind she realized the rather funny situation she was in: she was smack dab in the middle of a Cold War. 
 
    They'd been studying the time period in history class recently, and she couldn't believe how perfectly it described the scenario before her. 
 
    Yet ironically, they also shared two things in common. Both of them were vying for her attention, and each one played to win. 
 
    It took Alexander less than a nanosecond to realize that competition had arrived. But to his credit, he stepped back, like a true gentleman, even though it was the last thing he wanted to do. 
 
    "Boone," Hannah exclaimed, searching for just the right words. "It's really good to see you." 
 
    "I brought you these—thought you'd like them." 
 
    He bent down right in front of Alexander and gave Hannah a hug lasting longer than it should have, and then he unabashedly planted a soft, almost sensual, kiss right on her cheek. 
 
    For a second there, she thought he was going in for the kill, but he pulled back just before reaching the apex of complete and utter awkwardness. 
 
    God, if he had kissed her on the lips in front of Alexander, she would have seriously hyperventilated. 
 
    "Congratulations on getting queen," he said. 
 
    "Wow, Boone, thank you so much." She brought the flowers to her face and inhaled their sweetness, the whole time watching Alexander squirm. 
 
    And she was thoroughly enjoying it. 
 
    So much so, that she decided to lay it on even thicker… just for fun. 
 
    Her face lit up, and her words came out oozing with gratitude, "I really love them—they might be the most beautiful flowers I've ever seen. Where in the world did you get them?" 
 
    "Now that, Hannah," he said coolly, eyeing Alexander up and down for the first time, "is a secret. And, unfortunately, if I told you, I'd have to kill you." 
 
    "Is that right?" she said, her dimple drawing in. "Well, at least I'd go down having achieved queen status like Anne Boleyn. Do you suppose they'd bury me in Westminster Abbey or someplace famous like that?" 
 
    He looked as if he were seriously contemplating her question and then answered with an oh-so-sexy smile. "Doubtful." 
 
    They both burst out laughing. 
 
    At this point, Alexander still remained on standby. But he was listless, emotionless. And his face was like granite. 
 
    "How've you been, Boone, anyway? I've been wondering why you haven't been over to take me for a ride," she said, very aware of Alexander's growing displeasure. 
 
    The Russian's hands submarined into his pockets. 
 
    Hannah could have sworn that steam was coming out of his nostrils and ears. 
 
    And before Boone could even answer her, she decided that she'd probably tortured Alexander enough for one night. "Oh, Boone, Alexander, please forgive me. I've forgotten my manners," she said innocently, as if taking a page out of the playbook from Scarlett O'Hara. She gestured as she introduced them. 
 
    "Boone, this is Alexander Stastny. From Russia. Alexander, this is Boone Grassle." 
 
    Daggers flew from Alexander's gaze. 
 
    But Hannah wasn't intimidated or fazed. She sent back a heated stare and offered him further explanation, laced with the charm of a southern belle. "Boone and I grew up together. His ranch is adjacent to ours." 
 
    The two exchanged brief glances and a curt handshake, but neither one hardly said a word. 
 
    "Well, Hannah, I'm going to head out," Alexander said tartly, clearing his throat. "I'll see you tomorrow night." 
 
    Without a word to Boone, and without even waiting for a response from Hannah, he turned and left. 
 
    "What's his problem?" Boone asked. 
 
    "I'd say jealous." 
 
    "Jealous? Of what?" 
 
    "You. Didn't you see the way he was scowling?" 
 
    "Not really," he said. Then, all at once, the light bulb went on. "So you and him are together?" 
 
    She looked away and then back at him. 
 
    "I… well, we… we've gone out," she shrugged noncommittally, "and we're going to the Homecoming dance tomorrow night." 
 
    "So you like him." It was a statement, not a question. 
 
    "Sure. It's no big deal, Boone. He's really nice, and we get along well." 
 
    He got up close to her face and grabbed hold of her shoulder. "Well, all I can say, Hannah, is I think you should stay away from him. I got a weird vibe from him, like he's not a good person." 
 
    "So, you're an expert judge on guys, huh?" 
 
    His eyebrows raised. "I've been around a lot longer than you have. Known more people than you. All I'm telling you is that you should be careful." 
 
    She hadn't planned on saying it, but it came out before she could even stop it. 
 
    "And this is coming from the guy who planted a kiss on me when I wasn't even coherent enough to know better." 
 
    As soon as she said it, she knew she'd crossed the line. 
 
    His entire face iced over. "Yeah well, remind me never to do that again," he said brusquely. He went to leave. "Enjoy the flowers, Hannah," he said half-facing her, just before turning to walk away. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 27—FALLING 
 
    Hannah and Alexander froze in their tracks. 
 
    The scene was out of a storybook, the gymnasium transformed into a dream world—a mixed concoction landing somewhere between Venice and Tara. Thousands of strands of tiny white lights dangled from the ceiling, like Spanish moss on Cypress, creating coves and tunnels beckoning for exploration. Trees, shrubs, and ornamental grasses—all in various sized containers—gave the illusion of being outdoors, as if you were strolling on the grounds of an Italian villa or meandering down the pebbled walkways of Mirabell Gardens. A stream wound its way through the setting and couples floated down it, passing beneath bridges and winding alongside cobblestone paths, in small gondolas propelled by a lazy current. 
 
    "This is really something," Alexander said. 
 
    "Yeah, it is," Hannah replied. "I've always heard that the decorations are fabulous, but never in a million years did I imagine they would be this amazing. I guess I should have gone to Homecoming last year when Luke Green asked me." 
 
    Alexander let go of her hand. "If you'd rather, I can go find him right now…" 
 
    She peered at him out of the corners of her eyes. "Mmm… I don't think so right now. But if you don't behave, I might take you up on it." 
 
    "Well, if you don't behave," he countered, "I might just do it." 
 
    "Hah, hah. I'm the good girl around here. There's nothing to worry about with me." 
 
    He looked down at her. "What are you saying?" 
 
    "You know what I'm saying." 
 
    "Maybe you'd rather be with someone boring… uninteresting… like maybe your little Cowboy." 
 
    Now she was getting pissed. He loved seeing her like this, loved provoking her. 
 
    "I'm here with you, aren't I, Alexander? At least for the moment. Now you'd better drop it before we really get into a fight, and I do resort to my other options. Which, by the way, I do have plenty of," she said haughtily. 
 
    "What interests you in him, anyway?" 
 
    They'd made their way into a corner of the gym, not too far from the landing where couples were getting onto the boats. 
 
    But their raised voices had started to attract some attention. 
 
    "Hush up, people are staring at us." She flashed a half-smile at the onlookers. "Who said I'm interested in him, anyway?" she said through clenched teeth. 
 
    "Don't play dumb with me, Hannah. I know damn well you're interested when he's calling and texting you while we're on our date." 
 
    She whisked her head around to look at him, her eyes now ablaze with heat. "He didn't call me, he only texted." 
 
    "Which, by the way, you lied about." 
 
    "Because I knew you'd fly off the handle. Just like you are right now. Besides," she hissed, "it's none of your business, Russia." 
 
    "You are my business, Bailey." 
 
    He'd started calling her that lately. It irritated her, and he knew it. 
 
    "You don't own me." 
 
    "Maybe I should." 
 
    Their bodies were close, and if not for his significant height advantage over her, their faces would have been just inches apart. 
 
    "No one will ever own me." 
 
    "What you need is a damn hard spanking. On that cute little behind of yours." 
 
    "And I suppose you think you're the one who should administer it." 
 
    "Possibly," he said. "You obviously didn't get enough of them when you were a child." 
 
    "What's that supposed to mean?" 
 
    "You know what it means." 
 
    Right then, Mr. Wayward was making his way over to them, probably the result of some "concerned" tattletale who had nothing better to do than to stick their nose in other people's affairs. 
 
    Why couldn't people just mind their own business? 
 
    It's not like fighting was unusual or unnatural—even animals did it in the wild. 
 
    The principal, who was wearing a too-small tuxedo in baby blue, was literally glowing from the reflection of all of the lights, and Lymas was sitting on his shoulder sporting a ridiculous miniature bowtie. 
 
    Hannah spotted him first. "You'd better be nice," she warned. "Wayward's coming over." 
 
    Just then, the principal spoke up. "Hannah. Alexander. Hi there. It's nice to see you both dressed up." 
 
    Alexander hooked an arm around her waist and spun them toward him. 
 
    "Hi, Mr. Wayward," he said, "you're looking awfully spiffy this evening." 
 
    "Yes, well, I do on occasion bring out the old tux just to make sure it still fits." He cleared his throat. "Are you guys doing okay? Having a good time?" 
 
    "Yes." They'd said it at exactly the same time. 
 
    Hannah and Alexander looked at each other and, for some reason, they simultaneously burst out laughing. 
 
    And before long—really for no apparent reason—Wayward had joined in. 
 
    When their fit of laughter finally died down, Alexander offered his hand. "Well, Mr. Wayward, it was nice seeing you here. I guess we're off to navigate these waters." 
 
    Wayward shook it firmly. "Yes, yes, by all means, Alexander. You two have a great time." 
 
    "Thanks, we will," Hannah said over her shoulder. 
 
    After Hannah refused Alexander's help to get in the boat, they drifted along in silence for a while, neither of them particularly eager to take the blame or offer an apology for the argument. 
 
    But the boat ride was enchanting… relaxing… and with Alexander by her side, Hannah eventually decided that she might as well break the deadlock. No sense in ruining the entire evening. 
 
    "Miss Dialander and her crew had to have set up camp at the school for a while to pull off all of these decorations. I mean, it must have taken them hundreds of hours to get this all set up." 
 
    "No kidding," he replied. "I'd hate to have to be the one to clean it all up." 
 
    As they turned a corner, Hannah gasped, "Alexander, look at that bridge." 
 
    "Wow," he said, "Now that's something you don't see every day." 
 
    The bridge was larger than all of the others and looked like an upside-down "U" written in cursive. 
 
    "This is like being in an old movie," Hannah exclaimed with a giggle, "where the couples smooch under the bridges." 
 
    "You mean like this?" He smacked her lips before she could even respond. 
 
    "Quit," she scolded, pushing him away. "I hate it when people do that kind of stuff in public." 
 
    "Fine, I'll save it for later." 
 
    "That's what you think." 
 
    He settled for holding her hand. 
 
    Like always, his touch gave her a nervous feeling in her belly, the same feeling she experienced every time he was near. 
 
    "Alexander, it's just magical." Her face lit up like a child. "Look at the chocolate fountains… oh my gosh, they look so good." 
 
    "We'll have to try them," he said, trying to contain his amusement. He'd never seen her this lively, this animated. 
 
    She pointed to a silo-shaped structure they were now approaching. It was right along the border of the water and was probably twice as tall as Alexander. "Is that supposed to be the Leaning Tower of Pisa?" 
 
    He nodded. "Yeah, I think so." 
 
    "Have you ever seen it in person?" 
 
    "I have." 
 
    "You're lucky to have traveled so much. I can't wait to see the world." 
 
    "Someday, we'll go see it together," he squeezed her hand tighter. 
 
    "Let's do it," she said enthusiastically. 
 
    In the time since they'd met, he'd noticed a gradual change in her… he supposed she was regaining some sense of her old self. 
 
    And this evening he was beginning to notice a carefree quality about her he'd never noticed much before. 
 
    He hoped, even if only in some small way, he was helping her to enjoy life again. Helping her heal from the heartache she'd experienced. 
 
    The boat ride took them past all of the main attractions and eventually came to an end at a dock in front of a large gazebo, just adjacent to the place where they'd started. 
 
    "I guess that's it. Here we go," he said. 
 
    "Too bad it's over," she grabbed Alexander's hand and stepped out. "That was loads of fun." 
 
    Workers grabbed their boat and moved it to the launching spot for another couple. 
 
    "Should we get something to drink? Maybe check out the chocolate fountain?" he asked. 
 
    "Sounds good." 
 
    They made their way over to a table of food. There they loaded up their plates with strawberries, angel food cake, marshmallows, and Rice Krispie Treats. And each of them filled up bowls of plenty of liquid chocolate. 
 
    "Are you having a good time?" He grabbed them some napkins. 
 
    "I'm having a great time. I'm glad you brought me." 
 
    "I'm glad you came." 
 
    On their way over to sit down, they stopped and visited friends near a group of tables before Alexander led her to a more isolated one tucked away in a corner. 
 
    After he returned with their drinks, they ate without talking much, the loud music drowning out their attempts at words. Some couples danced nearby, and others farther away mingled around the various attractions, but for the most part they were alone. 
 
    Which was what each of them wanted. 
 
    A centerpiece of floating tea lights sent pulses of light across his face. More than once, she caught him staring at her. 
 
    When the music finally slowed, and their plates were all but empty, he moved closer to her and put an arm along the back of her chair. 
 
    They were finally able to talk without having to shout. 
 
    "Alexander, I can't even tell you what a fun day this has been. The roses—the fancy dinner. It's been a blast." 
 
    Earlier, in a checkmate move that she was sure had originated from the previous day's encounter with the enemy, Alexander had brought her a dozen white roses which were perfectly coordinated with her corsage. 
 
    "It makes me happy to know you've had fun." She could hear the satisfaction in his voice. 
 
    Especially after the debacle of the previous day, he was glad to have the focus—her focus—back on him. And them. 
 
    It had been quite a shock to know someone else, especially somebody close to the family, was after Hannah. In his mind, he saw it as his job to make her forget about this American Cowboy. The guy just wasn't good enough for her. And he'd done some checking—he was practically old enough to be her father. Even if he hadn't exactly looked like it. 
 
    "You look amazing, by the way," he said. 
 
    "Thanks. You look pretty nice yourself." 
 
    She used her napkin to wipe some chocolate from the corner of his mouth. He enjoyed having her close and liked her feeling comfortable enough with him to do things like that. 
 
    "Shall we dance?" 
 
    "Really?" She didn't look too thrilled. "I'm not very good." 
 
    "Really." He'd said it as if the matter was decided. "You'll do just fine." 
 
    "I guess," she conceded. "But let me use the restroom first." 
 
    "Would you like me to walk you?" 
 
    "Nah, I'll be fine." 
 
    "Don't fall in the river." 
 
    "Maybe I will… so you'll have to come rescue me." 
 
    "Hah. Who says I would? Maybe the Cowboy would beat me to it." 
 
    She shot him a glare. "Funny, Alexander. You'd better be careful… two can play that game." She pointed her nose to the ceiling. "In fact, maybe I'd prefer it if he saved me…" 
 
    He whacked her on the bottom. "Go to the bathroom Hannah… before I dunk you in the creek." 
 
    She giggled. "Like you could catch me…" 
 
    She gave him a quick wave before she left him. 
 
    * 
 
    "I think she's changed," said the familiar voice. "And definitely for the worse." 
 
    Hannah was in one of the bathroom stalls. And she recognized Eliza's voice. 
 
    "Me too." 
 
    It sounded like Lauren. Hannah leaned forward, peeking through the gap in the stall, and confirmed her suspicion. 
 
    Eliza, Lauren, and Kirsten were all standing in front of the mirror touching up their makeup. 
 
    "I don't know—I mean, she's been through a lot, you guys," said Kirsten. 
 
    "I can tell you ever since she met Alexander she basically ignores all of us. If my father died, I'd like to think that I would be closer to my friends, not push them away," said Eliza. "And His Hotness, well… honestly, I think he's just using her." 
 
    "Yeah, I'm sure you're right about that. I've seen his eyes on plenty of other girls. And now that she's gotten Homecoming Queen, she's going to really think she's the center of the universe," said Lauren. "She only got it because everyone felt sorry for her." 
 
    Eliza put on some raspberry lip gloss. "When her dad kicked the bucket, I bet her mom inherited a mega load of money." 
 
    "Not like they needed it—" added Kirsten. 
 
    "Yeah, if you ask me, I think she's kind of beginning to act like that snobby mother of hers." 
 
    That's it, Hannah said to herself. I'm not going to sit here and listen to any more of this. 
 
    She didn't even bother flushing the toilet before she threw open the bathroom door, crashing it loudly against the side panel wall. 
 
    The conversation came to a screeching halt. 
 
    And all of her girlfriends looked as if they'd just seen Medusa. 
 
    "Thanks, ladies," Hannah said coolly. "It's nice to know who my friends are. Or, in this case," she plastered on a fake smile, "who they aren't." 
 
    Eliza spoke up. "But Hannah, I—" 
 
    She held up a finger. "Don't you even dare, Liza." 
 
    Hannah whipped around and marched right back into the bathroom stall, leaving the door wide open behind her. She then balanced on one foot and placed the other one up on the toilet handle, pivoting her head back around to face the gossipers. 
 
    "And just so you know," she pushed the handle down hard with her other foot, "this is what I think of each and every one of you. You're nothing better than the shit I just flushed." 
 
    Hannah flew past the three statues, her heels clipping hollow on the tile floor beneath her. 
 
    When she made it back to Alexander, her hands were trembling and her face had turned ghost white. 
 
    "What happened to you?" 
 
    "Nothing." The last thing she wanted was to talk about it. She chugged down an entire glass of punch. "Can we dance?" 
 
    "Sure. Whatever you want." 
 
    But when Hannah made a move toward the dance floor, he surprised her by grabbing her wrist. 
 
    "Not there," he said. "This way." 
 
    He led her away from the crowd and toward the arched bridge, and they climbed its gentle slope hand in hand, stopping at its highest point. There, Alexander took her in his arms. 
 
    They swayed back and forth, the movement itself a sedative to her soul. And in no time at all, Hannah had nestled herself in close to him to where their bodies were in constant contact. 
 
    She couldn't get close enough. She shut her eyes and laid her head on his shoulder. 
 
    Alexander soaked in everything about her. The ruby color of her dress. Her breasts which hovered beneath layers of tulle. And her waist defined by a wide, black ribbon which gathered at the small of her back and cascaded to the ground like a bride's train. 
 
    She was a sweet and tangy nectar that quenched his every thirst and satisfied his every hunger. 
 
    But she was suddenly quiet. Too quiet, he thought. 
 
    He finally stopped. "Are you okay, Hannah?" 
 
    She looked up at him, "Mmm-hmm." 
 
    But her thoughts were swirling. What her friends had said about her had made her livid, and yet for some odd reason at this very moment, she wasn't exactly mad at them. 
 
    Doubts in her head had suddenly surfaced. Suspicion. Intrigue. Mistrust. 
 
    She had lingering questions about Alexander—and they were now swimming freely in the darkest corners of her mind. 
 
    "Did something happen?" 
 
    "Why do you ask?" 
 
    "I don't know. You just seem melancholy all of a sudden. Like something's bothering you." 
 
    She slanted her head up toward him. 
 
    "Something is bothering me," she admitted. 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. "Well, what is it?" 
 
    "I know you're keeping things from me," she said simply. 
 
    "And what makes you think that?" 
 
    Amusement swept across his face. And so did a look which said I'm ready to play the game. 
 
    "Lots of things." 
 
    He pulled her in and resumed their slow dance, this time interlacing their fingers. 
 
    Judging by her face though, he could tell she wasn't about to relax in his arms again… at least not anytime soon. All of her gears were in full operation. 
 
    He might as well hear her out. 
 
    "Go on," he urged nonchalantly, "you've piqued my interest." 
 
    "Where do I begin?" She paused, looked away, and then back at him as if recalling for the Spelling Bee judges just exactly how to spell Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious. "Like you're older than you let on. Like, I'd bet my life on the fact that you're here for some reason other than school. That you can disappear at will, going who knows where… and for what purpose, I can't even begin to imagine. And that, for some reason, you carry a pistol in the trunk of your car." 
 
    His eyelids lowered for the briefest of moments—as if digesting her comments—only to flash wide open again, back level with her accusations which hung like an exclamation point in the air between them. 
 
    "If only you knew," he said in a whisper, as if it pained him. 
 
    "Knew what?" 
 
    "Lots of things… things I cannot reveal." His touch fell from her body as his arms dropped to his sides. 
 
    "Why not? Why can't you just tell me? It's only me." Her voice took on a conspiratorial tone. "Are you like an undercover agent or something? Working for the FBI?" 
 
    "No, no… it's not like that." 
 
    "Then what is it, Alexander? Don't you trust me? I wouldn't say anything… to anyone." 
 
    He all at once moved forward and gripped her harder, guiding her back into the rhythm they'd abandoned. 
 
    As if dancing would distract her from the direction of the conversation. 
 
    This time, they moved in long, protracted motions despite the up-tempo song now playing. 
 
    She could feel his breath on her face, and his eyes carried the turbulence of thunderstorms. 
 
    "Of course I trust you," he hissed. "It's myself I don't trust." 
 
    "Then why all the secrecy? Why must you keep things from me?" 
 
    "For your own good." 
 
    "What's that supposed to mean?" 
 
    Alexander stopped and gradually raised his fingers to her cheek. 
 
    Hannah closed her eyes and leaned her face into his hand, and pretended, just for an instant, that she was lying next to him on a beach with nothing around them but warm sand and the gentle sway of surf. 
 
    Why did this have to be so complicated? 
 
    He took a deep breath and lifted her chin with his thumb and index finger. 
 
    It took him a while to find the right words. 
 
    "Hannah, what I'm trying to tell you is that, when I came here, I wasn't supposed to fall in love with you." 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 28—BIRTHDAY 
 
    Hannah's eighteenth birthday was on a Saturday at the end of November. By seven in the morning, she'd already received three text messages: a couple from Alexander and one from Boone. 
 
    Alexander's first message had alerted even before the roosters. When she'd heard the vibration—which she always thought sounded like a mooing cow—she'd rolled over in bed and felt along the top of her nightstand for her phone. Its blue screen had made it relatively easy for her to find it without her glasses. 
 
    She sat up and unplugged her phone from its charger, the whole time thinking, "How early does this guy get up?" 
 
    Alexander wondered if she was free about three or four o'clock in the afternoon. 
 
    Hannah texted him back that she was and then silenced the phone, flipping it upside down on her nightstand to keep from having another disturbance. She nestled back down into her covers, pulling them up and around her face. 
 
    Before long though, she realized that the anticipation of the day was making it nearly impossible for her to go back to sleep. 
 
    Finally, she rolled out of bed and, within a relatively short period of time, she received another wave of new messages. 
 
    For a while, the texting resembled two-on-one virtual ping-pong. Just when she'd send another text to Boone, she'd get a reply to the last message she'd sent to Alexander. She couldn't help but grin. Here she was in her nightgown texting back and forth with two of the most intriguing guys she knew. How did she get so lucky? 
 
    Maybe, she thought, it was God's way of helping her deal with the one person who wouldn't be there to help her celebrate her eighteenth birthday. 
 
    Determined not to feel sad, Hannah quickly pushed the thought away, right as another text landed in the middle of her screen. 
 
    Finally, by about a quarter to eight, the ping-pong tournament was over, and the match was complete. She'd spend the morning with Boone, the middle of the day with her family, and afterwards join up with Alexander. 
 
    The only tricky part, she realized as she was brushing her teeth, was making sure the bookends of her day didn't know that the "other person" was a bookend. 
 
    Ever since the dance, Alexander had been trying—unsuccessfully, up to this point—to get her to break everything off with Boone, whom he'd never once called by name, instead only ever referring to him as the Cowboy. 
 
    Meanwhile, Boone had finally apologized for his behavior at the Homecoming game and had insisted on making it up to her by taking her riding, during which time he'd managed to ask her somewhere near a couple dozen questions about the Russian kid, each time with an emphasis on the word kid. 
 
    Just when she thought she preferred one over the other, she changed her mind. 
 
    And just when she changed her mind about one of them, something happened to make her feel the way she'd felt before. In the end, she decided that, at least for the time being, there was no harm in seeing them both. 
 
    One thing she knew for sure: she certainly wasn't going to worry about choosing between them today. 
 
    Besides, she was beginning to think of it as a friendly little competition. She liked them both but in different ways… kind of like Italian and Mexican food: each one was good, but she craved them at different times. At least this way she got to regularly feast on different cuisines, rather than just eat one kind of food all of the time. 
 
    In other words, it kept things from getting boring. 
 
    She'd just put in her contacts and was making her way to her dresser when she noticed a surprise out of her bedroom window. The world outside was covered in snow… a blank white canvas awaiting the brushstrokes of human activity. 
 
    She yelped with delight when she saw it and ran downstairs to see if anyone else was up. 
 
    If she wasn't entirely awake before, she was now. 
 
    Although a teapot simmered on the stove, neither her mom nor Marie was anywhere in sight. With a surge of excitement, Hannah decided to delay breakfast for a bit and run outside to soak in the first big snowfall of the season. Before though, she'd have to get her warm stuff on. 
 
    She was halfway up the flight of stairs, taking two steps at a time, when a knock came at the front door. She turned and quick-stepped to the landing, sliding on her socks into home plate. 
 
    Her heart leaped when she looked through the peephole. 
 
    "Hey," she said casually as she opened the door, unable to control the smirk that stretched across her face. 
 
    Boone was early—way earlier than he'd said or she'd planned on. His face was beaming, and his cheeks and nose were rosy. 
 
    He reminded her of one of those goofy, plastic Santas. 
 
    "Get some warm clothes on," he ordered like a drill sergeant. "I've got something for you." 
 
    "But you're way too early—" 
 
    He waved her off. "Go. Now." 
 
    "Okay, okay." She could hardly control her enthusiasm. What did he have for her? He said something right before she closed the door which sounded like, "You're gonna love it." 
 
    Hannah was outside in record time, and her fur-lined snow boots were quick to find the trail. 
 
    She couldn't help but giggle. 
 
    Boone had fashioned mini road signs to guide her in what appeared to be something like a scavenger hunt. 
 
    She shook her head. That guy. He constantly surprised her. Beneath his tough, cowboy shell was a giant Marshmallow Peep, and inside of it were all kinds of other hidden surprises. 
 
    As if his footprints weren't enough of a path, the small traffic signs led her all around the house, corrals, and outbuildings. 
 
    One Way to Your Surprise was a rectangle sign in black and white. 
 
    Yield You're Getting Closer was, of course, an upside down triangle the color of a bumblebee. 
 
    And there were multitudes of others—perhaps a dozen or so more. Each one was thoughtfully designed and cleverly done. It must have taken him hours… 
 
    With each snowy step, Hannah realized she was completely smitten… 
 
    For Boone… too. 
 
    Stop You're Here—Happy 18th Birthday, Hannah was the biggest of them all—a giant stop sign in the ground just outside of the main barn. 
 
    She supposed this was the end. But what in the world could it be? 
 
    Her hands made their way to her hips. "What is it?" she hollered out to Boone. 
 
    He was standing off in the distance, near the corner of a shed, watching her every movement. 
 
    "Figure it out," he yelled back. 
 
    "I will," she mumbled to herself, rolling the big barn door sideways. But when she stepped inside, nothing looked unusual or out of place. Everything was familiar: wood, stalls, horse tack, straw. 
 
    Zane was there with every muscle in his neck stretching toward her, anxious for her attention or more likely a bucket of grain. She headed down the broad stretch of space, walking cautiously toward him as if at any moment something might jump out and startle her. 
 
    "Hey, big boy," she cooed, sandwiching his head between her hands and briefly stopping to glance around. 
 
    But still, she saw nothing out of the ordinary. 
 
    Then, she heard something. 
 
    The tiniest little whimper coming from the other end of the barn. If she hadn't known better, she would have thought it was a mouse. 
 
    She hurried toward the sound. 
 
    Boone had followed her and was sitting on some bales of hay, grinning from ear to ear. 
 
    "Oh my goodness, Boone… if it's what I think it is… I am going to just scream." 
 
    She jogged for the last ten yards and then came to a complete standstill just outside of the pen. 
 
    Her hands cupped the sides of her cheeks. 
 
    A blue heeler puppy was staring up at her with an enormous pink bow tied around its neck. The tiny critter tilted her head sideways, as if saying, "Who are you?", and then she jumped up onto her haunches and barked a hello. 
 
    Hannah lowered her head and covered her mouth and nose with the back of her hand. 
 
    It was almost too much, almost too overwhelming. 
 
    She couldn't believe that he would think of it. 
 
    Boone stepped toward her, taking a wide approach so he could read her reaction. 
 
    He sure hadn't expected this. He thought she'd be happy and pleased. Instead, he'd upset her and made her sad. He took off his hat and sighed loudly, using the back of his arm to wipe away disappointment from his brow. 
 
    "Hannah?" 
 
    He moved toward her as he would have crossing a frozen pond in springtime. He knew girls were unique and funny creatures, but this was way beyond his grasp. 
 
    Suddenly, she lifted her face to meet his and burst into tears. 
 
    And then she ran to him and clasped her arms tightly around his neck. 
 
    He held her for quite some time. She smelled good, almost like a freshly-bathed baby. And as she stayed there in his arms, he came to the conclusion that at least some small part of her must be pleased since she'd latched onto him like a Koala bear. 
 
    "It's okay, just let it all out," he told her, all while his hand caressed her back. 
 
    When she finally pulled away, he produced a handkerchief and held it to her face while she blew in it. 
 
    Afterwards, he asked her if she was okay. 
 
    She choked out some laughter. 
 
    "Okay? Oh, Boone, I'm just so happy. I know it may not seem like it, but it was really one of the most thoughtful things anyone has ever done for me. Especially since my dad died." Her voice was faint, almost far away. "Boone, I can't believe you remembered." 
 
    "Of course, I remembered," he said gently. "I was the one who buried her." 
 
    "And I thought the world had ended when she died," she said softly, a hint of bitterness coloring her tone. She stared past him for several seconds, and then her gaze found him once again. "Who knew Dad would pass away just a few months later?" 
 
    "I know, Hannah. If there were some way I could have stopped all of that, I would have." His voice lowered. "I would have done anything to spare you all of the pain." 
 
    Hannah hunched down and pulled the puppy into her arms. Instantly, the animal was licking her all over her chin, and she started chuckling as the animal, using her shoulder as leverage, wiggled her way upwards to nibble at her earlobe. "Ouch. Ouch, you little stinker," she scolded, peeling the creature away from her body and setting her down onto the ground. But not before she planted a kiss on top of the puppy's head. 
 
    They stayed and played with the small dog until they both heard Hannah's stomach growling. 
 
    She grinned, "I guess it's time for breakfast. Do you want to stay?" 
 
    "Thanks," he said, "but I've got a couple things to do before we ride." 
 
    He made a move to get up, but Hannah told him to wait. 
 
    She crawled over next to him and sat perpendicular so their knees were almost touching. 
 
    The puppy was already out cold. She'd played herself to sleep between them, and her head was resting contentedly on a bone-shaped toy. 
 
    "This was the greatest gift anyone could have gotten me," she told him. "I missed Sadie so much after she died… and then I especially felt lost without her when Dad passed away." Her eyes met his. "Boone, thank you from the bottom of my heart. I absolutely love and adore her." She got up onto her knees and kissed his cheek. "I'll never forget this." 
 
    Suddenly, from out of nowhere, a comet of a thought streaked across the inner recesses of her mind, a steady, growing feeling that she loved and adored Boone, too. 
 
    But she didn't tell him. 
 
    She often later wondered why she didn't. 
 
    "I would do anything for you, Hannah," he said quietly, not letting her go. He'd coiled an arm behind her back and pulled her in closer to him. "You know I adore you," he said softly as he brought his lips to the edge of her face. 
 
    The kiss was like a gentle summer breeze floating across her cheek. 
 
    She felt a twinge of disappointment that he didn't kiss her on her lips. 
 
    "And I hope you know," he said, as if reading her mind, "I am really sorry for the way I acted that night I brought you the roses. I was immature… and rude. And I'm sorry I kissed you when you were vulnerable. You were right. I shouldn't have." 
 
    "Don't be ridiculous," she said. "I'm the one who acted like a fool, with my stupid line about not wanting you to kiss me. It's not like I didn't want it… I did." She looked right at him. "And besides," she said lightly, "I really liked it. If I hadn't, I'd have slapped you." 
 
    "Well, anyway, I just want the best for you," he said. "I hope you know that." 
 
    "Of course I do," she grinned like a child. "And really nothing could have made me happier today than a new puppy." She glanced down at the animal and back up at Boone. "Do you really have to go?" 
 
    "Yeah. Chores." He shrugged. "You know how it is." He helped her up. "But I'll see you again in a couple of hours." He headed for the doorway. 
 
    "Yeah," she followed him, "we'll see you then. Thank you again, Boone, for everything." 
 
    "Of course." Outside, he grabbed the bridle of his horse and placed one foot in the stirrup, at the same time throwing his other leg expertly over the saddle. 
 
    Other than her father, he was the best horseman she knew. 
 
    From atop his bay horse, he flashed a toothpaste commercial smile. "Bye." 
 
    "See ya," she said. 
 
    Hannah watched him gallop away just as the puppy announced her presence by prancing through the snow and plopping her bottom on top of one of her boots. 
 
    "Come here sweetie," she said, scooping her up into her arms. 
 
    Boone turned around once and saw Hannah using the puppy's paw to wave at him good-bye. 
 
    * 
 
    Hannah was famished after returning from her ride with Boone. She scarfed down several of Marie's tacos for lunch—a meal which she'd specifically requested—and then she opened her presents from her mom, Marie and Stony. Afterwards, they all sang Happy Birthday to her as she blew out the candles on a chocolate cake inscribed with Happy 18th Birthday Hannah. 
 
    She spent the next hour getting ready for her outing with Alexander, nervous not as much for their date as she was for his first encounter with her mother. 
 
    When she heard the doorbell ring, she was still upstairs finishing her hair. For some reason, it was full of static and flyaways. "Of all the days, it has to be this one," she rolled her eyes. Finally, she gave up. She grabbed a hair band and pulled it into a low ponytail. 
 
    As she went down the stairs, she found herself unusually anxious. What if her mom didn't like Alexander? What if he didn't like her? What if Boone was right… and the Russian really was dangerous? It was as though a dam of doubts had broken, flooding her head with hesitation and uncertainty. 
 
    She grabbed the newel post at the base of the stairs and collected herself by taking a few deep breaths. 
 
    Enough of this nonsense. She was going to enjoy the rest of this day and have a good time, and she was determined not to let anything get in the way. 
 
    Voices from the living room interrupted her train of thoughts. She sighed and tucked her hair behind her ears before passing through the French doors. 
 
    "Well, hi honey," her mother said, glancing at the grandfather clock. "I can see you're late, as usual," she added, instantly shifting her attention back to Alexander… as if Hannah wasn't right there listening. "If you spend any time with her," she told him, "you'll have to get used to being late. My husband and I tried and tried to break the habit, but you can see what good it's done." 
 
    Hannah grimaced. "Thanks for the vote of confidence, Mom." 
 
    "You know I'm a realist, dear. There's simply no sense in pretending something is one way when it's perfectly obvious that it's not." Jackie positioned her legs to one side of the chair, her knees and ankles moving in unison as if connected with super glue. "I was just telling Alexander about what it's like to be a Senator." 
 
    "Mmm." Hannah was relieved that things appeared to be going fairly smoothly. 
 
    Alexander had risen out of his chair when she'd entered the room. Now smiling, he moved toward her and told her, "Happy Birthday," and motioned for her to take his seat. 
 
    "Thanks," Hannah said brusquely, "but I prefer this old rocker." 
 
    "Are you sure?" 
 
    "Yep. Thanks, though." 
 
    Just as Alexander plopped down in his chair, her mother, once again, assumed the role of ship's captain. 
 
    And very quickly it became evident that Jackie picked up on the conversation right where they'd left off. 
 
    Hannah rocked in her chair and observed the Russian working his magic with her mother. 
 
    "So you see," Jackie said, "it's a much more complicated process than people realize. Plus there's long hours, lots of sleepless nights, and a heavy pushback if ever the people become dissatisfied. In the end though, it's really all about the people. Certainly, we've had our ups and downs, with unfortunately a lot more of the downs lately than ups, but that's why the Transition is so important. We're reaching for a more prosperous, more equal America, where everyone has a fair shot at success." 
 
    Alexander clamped his lips together for a moment before responding. "Well, Senator Bailey, all I can say is we Russians very much admire the process you've established, even though, as I am sure you can appreciate, not many in positions of power would probably openly admit it. I am grateful to you though for giving me an insider's look at the process. I really have always been fascinated with it." 
 
    "It's been my pleasure. And if ever you make it to DC, you are always welcome to come and see the Senate chambers and the Capitol building and really anything else that interests you. As I am privileged to hold a considerable degree of clout," she slanted her head, "I'd be able to give you a personal tour with some very unique perspective." 
 
    "Thank you, Senator Bailey, for your generous offer," he bowed his head. 
 
    "Please, Alexander, just call me Jackie." 
 
    He nodded gracefully and then turned to Hannah. "Well, Birthday Girl, are you ready for an adventure?" 
 
    "So what do you two have planned for this afternoon?" Jackie asked. 
 
    "Yeah, Alexander, what are we doing?" Hannah pressed him. She was tired of him keeping her in the dark. 
 
    "Well, Senator Bailey and Miss Hannah," Alexander said charismatically, "I hope you two don't hold it against me if I keep this one closely guarded." 
 
    "I knew it," Hannah groaned. She looked at her mom and threw up her hands. "He always does this." 
 
    Jackie chuckled. 
 
    "It's good for her," he explained to her mother. "Good for her to practice patience and self-control." 
 
    "I completely agree, Alex. You don't mind if I call you Alex, do you?" She didn't even wait for an answer. "Well, it definitely adds to the anticipation and excitement," Jackie continued. "I hope you have a really good time, whatever it is you decide to do. And make sure, Hannah," she stood and pointed her eyes at her daughter, "you make it home by your curfew." 
 
    "I will." 
 
    "She's always late going, but she knows better than to be late in getting home." 
 
    Hannah couldn't stand it anymore. "Mom, would you please stop talking about me as if I'm not here?" 
 
    Jackie shot her a glare. 
 
    Alexander unclenched his teeth and got up. 
 
    He absolutely detested the name Alex. 
 
    "I'll take good care of her, Senator Bailey." 
 
    "You do that, Alex," she shook his hand. "And you be sure and come back and see us sometime." 
 
    * 
 
    Alexander pulled into the Durango-La Plata County airport. 
 
    "What are we doing here?" Hannah angled her body to face the driver's seat. "Alexander, you do realize that we're at the airport." 
 
    He put the vehicle into park and pivoted his head toward her. "You don't mind, do you, if I kidnap you for a bit and take you home to Russia with me?" 
 
    If she didn't know him better, she'd think he was serious. 
 
    Hannah glanced out the front windshield and then back at him. "No," she replied, hardly skipping a beat, "not at all. Just so long as you tell me all of your secrets." 
 
    This time he briefly looked away. "Hah. Everyone has them… and don't pretend you don't have some of your own." 
 
    Hannah's mouth immediately scrunched together as if she'd eaten an entire package of Sour Patch Kids. "Why are you such a jerk?" 
 
    "Why are you such a spoiled brat?" 
 
    "I'm not the least bit spoiled." 
 
    "Right. That's about the biggest farce I've ever heard." 
 
    She went silent and sat back squarely in her chair, staring straight ahead. 
 
    "But," he touched her thigh, "I like it. I like everything about you." 
 
    She pulled it away. "Don't touch me," she spat, "I'm not in the mood." 
 
    He kept his eyes on her, not even trying to hide the sneer which had spread across his face. 
 
    Finally, she relented. "What? Why are you staring at me?" 
 
    "Because you're so cute." 
 
    "I hate it when guys call me cute. Cute is for little girls with pigtails, and their two front teeth missing." 
 
    He laughed. 
 
    "What are we doing here anyway? Why don't you just take me home? This is stupid." 
 
    "When you see what I have waiting for you, I don't imagine you're going to think that it's stupid." 
 
    He got her attention. Just as he'd intended. 
 
    Hannah looked at him with a just a hint of indignation. "Well, what is it?" 
 
    "I'm not going to tell." 
 
    She spun around to face him and folded her arms. "Until what?" 
 
    "Until you kiss me." 
 
    "Fine." She bent down and kissed him on his hand which sat on the armrest between them. "There, are you satisfied?" 
 
    "No." His eyes reminded her of those pictures of black holes she'd seen in biology class. 
 
    Her breath caught in her throat. She had to turn away for a moment and, when she did, she closed her eyes for a few long seconds. 
 
    When she faced him again, his mouth was parted. She noticed his chest moving in and out more rapidly than before. 
 
    She moved in closer to him and kissed him on the top of his shoulder. 
 
    "How about there?" she glanced up. 
 
    "Nuh-uh." He held her gaze for a long time… until she couldn't stand it anymore. 
 
    "What do you want, Alexander?" She was looking at the dashboard. 
 
    "You know what I want," he whispered. 
 
    He raised the timbre of his voice. "Give me what I want, Hannah Bailey, and I'll take you to do one of the most exciting things you've ever done in your life." 
 
    "Is that right?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "So all you need is this?" She used her arms to leverage up toward him and suctioned her mouth directly on his. 
 
    He groaned. 
 
    And before Hannah knew what was happening, Alexander's hands had cinched around her waist so tightly she could barely grab a breath. 
 
    Both of them quickly moved their tongues past the threshold of lips, each exploring deep into the alcoves of the other's mouth where neither had gone before. 
 
    Her hands found their way up the back of his shirt and, as he grasped her more firmly, her fingers clawed their way into his bare skin. 
 
    She nibbled on his upper lip and ran her tongue all around the outside of his mouth. 
 
    It took every last measure of his own self-control to force himself to stop. 
 
    And, even then, she continued peppering him with kisses until he was forced to whisper into her ear, "Hannah, the helicopter is waiting. We can't be late." 
 
    * 
 
    The whirl of the chopper's blades was even louder than Hannah had imagined. It was like being in front of the speaker section at a hard rock concert but minus any of the music. They kept their heads low as they approached the aircraft and scrambled quickly aboard, the whole time Hannah was thinking about how glad she was that she'd opted for a ponytail. 
 
    After they put on the headsets and fastened their seatbelts, they exchanged wide grins, and the pilot took off, effortlessly maneuvering them up to about 500 feet. 
 
    From a window the size of a poster, Hannah watched as the landmarks below her shrank into a miniature world of clay and toys, covered by a layer of white almost like frosting on sugar cookies. Valley floors were trampolines to the Rockies, mountain lakes were Magic Mirror reflections of the sky, and rivers were long strands of rolled up Play Dough fashioned by tiny, clumsy hands into the repeating shape of an "S." 
 
    "Are you having fun?" His voice sounded cavernous as if he were speaking to her through a long tube. 
 
    She beamed at him, "Absolutely, this was a great idea, Alexander." 
 
    "I thought you might find it interesting." 
 
    She raised her eyebrows. "So is every outing with you going to involve something up in the air?" 
 
    He laughed. "Who knows? Maybe next year we'll go skydiving or paragliding or something like that." 
 
    "That'd be cool." She put her hand on his leg. "This though is definitely one of the best birthday gifts anyone has ever gotten me." 
 
    His chin lowered, and his eyes lifted up to her. "I know how much you love your ranch. This way you can see it from above." 
 
    She nodded, and they turned their heads toward their respective windows, both of them absorbing the expansive view. 
 
    Cloud cover remaining from the overnight storm had muted the brightness of the snow, resulting in an almost dusted effect on the landscape, colored by what she imagined to be finger paints in green and gray, brown and turquoise. 
 
    Yet when the colors disappeared in a large section of ground beneath her, Hannah's hand caught at her throat. Her gaze constricted just as her jaw dropped wide open. 
 
    Below her, all at once, she only saw white and charcoal, black and pewter. 
 
    It was the part of their property which had burned… and the effects were still noticeable, even under winter's first blanket. 
 
    She curled one arm under Alexander's and pulled him into her, using her index finger to guide his eyes out of her south-facing window. 
 
    "There," she said. 
 
    He leaned over her and frowned. And then it took a few seconds before it sunk in. "That's… where—?" 
 
    Her abrupt nod cut him off. 
 
    He met her gaze, and then dropped his eyes, moving his body slowly back into alignment with his seat. He knew it was the first time she'd seen the place since that day. 
 
    His lips curled together. Goddamnit, he'd meant for the helicopter ride to be a new adventure, and he'd been especially excited to show her the aerial view of Aspen Ridge. Never once had it crossed his mind that the outing would churn up all of her painful memories. If he'd known, he certainly wouldn't have brought her. 
 
    For the rest of the flight, neither of them said much. 
 
    Yet for Hannah, seeing it had been somewhat therapeutic. She'd avoided it for so long—in her thoughts, in choosing the direction she would head out for a ride—that now flying above it she felt somehow nearer to her father in a way she knew would be futile to even attempt to explain in words. 
 
    * 
 
    Later, as Alexander drove her home, the silence between them continued. 
 
    Alexander was furious with himself. 
 
    Hannah was lost in her own thoughts. And no matter how much she tried to move past it, she was unable to let go of the sadness that had grabbed hold of her since seeing that place. It was the first birthday without her dad… the first of many more to come… and the reality of not having him around felt suddenly as if she were missing her right arm. 
 
    When he pulled up in front of her house, he attempted to apologize, but she stopped him. 
 
    "It's fine, Alexander," she said faintly, "it had to happen sometime." 
 
    "Yeah, but on your birthday… I can't even believe I wouldn't have thought of it." 
 
    "I didn't even think about it," she said. She released her seatbelt and leaned forward to give him a kiss. "It really is okay. Thanks for taking me. It was very thoughtful of you, Alexander." 
 
    He was stunned, too stunned to even say anything. 
 
    Everything had been going so smoothly between them, and then he'd gone and done just about the most idiotic thing humanly possible. 
 
    He'd wounded her. And even though it had been unintentional, the hurt was still there, was still noticeable. 
 
    Just knowing he'd caused it pained him. 
 
    As he drove away, he recalled their last moments together and shook his head. 
 
    She'd kissed him on the forehead and had gently closed the door behind her, leaving him to simmer in his thoughts. 
 
    It was exactly how his mother used to kiss him at bedtime when he was a little boy. 
 
    * 
 
    Not long after Alexander drove away, Hannah nestled between flannel sheets with her new puppy curled up beside her pillow. And as consciousness gave way to dreams, the last of her birthday thoughts were about her father… 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 29—MEMORIES 
 
    A musty smell met Hannah as she tiptoed into the closet. She knew she shouldn't be in here, yet she couldn't resist the temptation. Her mom would kill her if she knew, although she wasn't sure why. It's not like it had been her room at all… her parents hadn't shared a bedroom in ages. 
 
    Jackie had finally left for Washington. She was gone again on "urgent business" which Hannah knew, to some degree or another, revolved around her Boy Toy. In her longer than usual stint at home, Hannah had been seriously contemplating giving herself up for adoption. Or running away. With her mother now gone, she felt as if she'd been released from the hold of a vice grip. At least it was one less thing to worry about. 
 
    Ever since the night of the dance, Hannah hadn't been able to get Alexander off of her mind. The day after her birthday, they'd talked at length about what had happened on the helicopter ride. Hannah had explained to him that, after getting past the initial shock, she thought seeing the place where her father died had actually helped her. 
 
    Now, he was calling her almost daily, and they were fast becoming inseparable. But was she being reckless to get involved with someone who had admitted to having secrets he wasn't able to share with her? She constantly went back and forth about the pros and cons of being with him. And then there was the physical attraction. She shuddered to think what her dad would say about the situation. She knew he wouldn't approve… but Alexander really was one of the only things that had made her feel alive again. Didn't she have a right to be happy? 
 
    No one more than him—except for Boone, of course—had helped her move on from everything she'd been through. 
 
    But then thinking of Boone only complicated things further. She liked him too, but in a completely different way. 
 
    God, her life was a mess. 
 
    Tonight, she sought answers. 
 
    Or maybe what she really longed for was a distraction from it all. 
 
    More than anything, she yearned for her dad. 
 
    Her first birthday without him had reminded her of things she was missing out on, things she'd never again experience with him. She'd been thinking a lot about him and this evening, for some reason, his absence made her unbearably sad. Lonely, really. She missed his touch. His smile. His lighthearted laugh which had always been quick to surface. 
 
    Hannah knew it was probably odd, but she missed her father's smells the most. Like his gritty, end-of-day scent, a sweet blend of leather, dirt, and horse which reminded her of a sweat-soaked saddle. She'd usually catch a whiff of it after he'd come inside from a long day of riding. Or, she remembered how in the mornings, the aroma of his peppermint aftershave would combine with his tangy Chococoffee breath to linger in the air behind him even after he left the room. On the rarer dress-up occasions—usually for one of her mom's special events—she couldn't even begin to forget his pumpkin-pie-baking-in-the-oven fragrance, a smell of pure, unadulterated masculinity which made her want to inch closer and closer just to breathe in its comfort and coziness. 
 
    Yes, she'd come to realize just how much his smells had always soothed her. It was something she never really thought much about until he was gone. And now, they were one of the things she missed most. 
 
    Since the funeral, she hadn't been able to bring herself to go to the cemetery. It was still too much, still too raw. Just knowing his body was there beneath the ground freaked her out. It was a strange paradox, way too much for her mind to handle, knowing he was kind of there, but also that he really wasn't. 
 
    That's why she was here. She wanted a reminder of him. 
 
    She hoped to find some comfort in his clothes. 
 
    Thankfully, her mom hadn't done anything to his belongings. But it wasn't for lack of trying. 
 
    She'd hinted just recently that maybe the time had come for them to clear out Vance's stuff. 
 
    Hannah had flipped out. The yelling and screaming which had followed between them was all too predictable, and it had ended with Hannah saying simply that it was way too soon for her. In truth, she wasn't sure if she would ever be ready for her mother to get rid of her dad's things. Besides, she'd argued, her mom had her own separate walk-in closet; it wasn't like she needed the extra space. 
 
    Hannah shut the closet door behind her and turned to take it all in. Inside was tranquil. Quiet. The air was stale. 
 
    Everything looked as he'd left it. 
 
    She snatched at a cobweb hanging between two rows of shirts. Then, she closed her eyes and remained perfectly still and breathed in the remaining scents of her father. 
 
    They were subtle, but still there. Like dried flowers pressed into the pages of a book. 
 
    Huge teardrops pooled in the corners of her eyes. She blinked and they began to slide down her face. 
 
    Yet her mouth clamped tight when she heard the bedroom door open. Every sense alerted. Someone was in the room. 
 
    Oh no, she'd left the main light on. 
 
    It must have caught Marie's attention. She chided herself for being so careless. At least she'd been quick to flip off the closet light. 
 
    Ear to the door, she heard Marie's footsteps crisscross the room. Then, the door shut. 
 
    Or, wait. Had it opened again? 
 
    A thud-dud noise on the floor was unmistakable. Cowboy boots. It could only be one person: Stony. 
 
    Crap. The last thing she needed was for Marie to chew her out about being in here. And she would. She still entered the room regularly to clean it but, for some reason—Hannah wasn't quite sure why—her father's room was kind of off-limits, almost like it was considered sacred ground. No one spoke of it or entered. Until now. 
 
    Hannah's breathing became short and choppy… condensed so no one would hear her. 
 
    But Marie's attentions, she soon discovered, were actually on something else. 
 
    "I thought you'd never come," Marie whispered. "Then, I got here and the lights were on—" 
 
    Something had stopped her mid-sentence. Hannah peeped through the slats in the closet door. There they were—Stony and Marie—wrapped up in what looked like a death grip. 
 
    Get me outta here, she thought. She felt like throwing up. How disgusting, seeing two grownups kiss like that. She had sensed—no, she'd known—something was going on between them. And this just confirmed it. 
 
    After their lips unlocked, the talking started. Hannah could make out shifting little horizontal pieces of them, like she was looking through a half-closed blind. 
 
    "Have you given Mrs. Bailey your notice?" asked Marie. 
 
    "Huh-uh." Stony looked away. They were now sitting next to one another on the bed. 
 
    "Why not? You know you have to." Marie moved her hand to the top of his leg. 
 
    "I guess I just haven't had the heart to yet. I don't know, Marie. I feel like I'm abandoning them." 
 
    "Stony," she caught the edge of his whiskered face and turned it toward her. "Mrs. Bailey is selling the ranch. There'll be nowhere for us to go. We've got to make other arrangements. You know she said after the first of the year—" 
 
    Hannah covered her mouth. Her head felt suddenly heavy. What was Marie talking about? Was she really hearing what she thought she was hearing? Sell the ranch? They must be joking. Her mom had never said anything about it to her. But they sounded serious… like really serious. 
 
    She positioned her ear even closer to the slats, hanging onto every word of their conversation. 
 
    "I know what she said, Marie," Stony retorted. 
 
    "Think of yourself. Think of us. This is important for our future." Marie turned away from him and walked to where she was standing beneath a large window. Her arms were folded and her shoulders were tight. She looked up, and she could see the sky was full of stars. When there was no moon, particularly at high elevation, Marie often thought the heavens opened up just for her. Her gaze invariably traveled past the handle of the Big Dipper and then found it: the star she'd named after the baby had died. It comforted her to see it, gave her a sense of peace to know it was always there. 
 
    On clear nights such as this one—often when her and Stony would walk together, or sit on the swing that hung from a tree in front of his cabin—she'd think of the star as an angel looking down upon her. She would miss this old ranch if she left it. It was home, for a long time now. And it made her feel closer to her angel… 
 
    She turned and faced him. "I mean, who knows, Stony, maybe we could even get married someday…" 
 
    She was testing the waters, and he knew it. 
 
    Christ, why did she always have to talk about marriage? He was a loner, always had been. The last thing he wanted was to be tied down. 
 
    But then again, something snagged in the pit of his stomach. Maybe it was fear of regret. Or of losing her. She was quite a woman. And he may never get a chance like this again. He sure as hell wasn't getting any younger. 
 
    He was torn between life as it was and life as it could be. With Marie, he knew he could start a new life. Maybe even have a family. But it was hard to teach old dogs new tricks. Maybe he was too old to get tied down. Too old to leave. Too old to think of a family. Every time Marie said the "M" word he tensed up like a bull about to be castrated. 
 
    Even from the closet, Hannah could feel his apprehension. She doubted it was the first time they'd had this conversation. 
 
    "Possibly," he answered her vaguely. There it was again—the old dog in him. Or maybe it was more like a mule. "I've got to go, Marie… there's some calves needing to be checked on." 
 
    "Will I see you later?" 
 
    "If you want." 
 
    "I love you Stony." 
 
    "Yeah. Sure—I'll see ya." 
 
    Marie lingered in the room for just a short time after Stony left. 
 
    And just before she shut the door behind her, Hannah could have sworn she heard sniffles. 
 
    Once everything was quiet again, Hannah's mind began reeling. She was bewildered. She could not believe her mom was even considering selling the ranch. And Jackie hadn't mentioned a single word of it to her. It was a total slap in the face, particularly in the midst of everything else they'd been through. 
 
    All she knew was, at some point in the very near future, she would confront her mom about it and force the truth out of her. 
 
    And there, in the darkness of her father's closet, she vowed to do everything within her power to keep the ranch in the family. 
 
    It was the only real way to keep her father close. 
 
    Hannah reached for her father's work coat and draped it across her shoulders, pushing her arms down into the sleeves and hugging the coat around her. The faded, dingy Carhart—her father's favorite—felt rigid and awkward around her small frame. 
 
    But it still carried his smell. She closed her eyes and drank in every lingering trace of him. 
 
    It brought him home to her in ways she hadn't anticipated. 
 
    Sweet memories flooded her mind. She remembered when her dad had taught her to drive the '67 Bronco—it was a manual transmission, and there was a learning curve she hadn't expected. He was patient and kind, but always quick to tease. And then there was the time in eighth grade when she'd gotten kicked out of band for goofing around. While she'd nervously waited in the principal's office—knowing full well her dad was going to be furious—he'd completely surprised her by going easy on her, even taking her to get some ice cream afterwards. 
 
    That was usually how it was between them. He always found a way to make her feel good. 
 
    No one could love her like her father, she thought. 
 
    Yet as soon as the thought took shape in her mind, so did an image of Boone Grassle. 
 
    Could it be that Boone would love her as much as her father had? Of course, it would be in a different kind of way… but why was it when her father entered her mind, Boone was never far behind? 
 
    Hannah and her dad had connected with each other on a level few would understand. She wondered whether she would ever again experience that depth of love again. 
 
    Then she decided, with a sudden surge of gloom, that the odds were definitely stacked against her. 
 
    She slid down the wall and pulled in her legs to her chest. She ached for her dad. And she was tired. Like summer storms, her emotions often appeared out of nowhere and shifted without warning. Just as the tears began to fall, Hannah zipped the jacket up around her, tenting her entire body in his memory. 
 
    How she wished he hadn't left her. 
 
    There, in the darkness, Hannah rolled onto the floor and cried herself to sleep. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 30—LOCKET 
 
    Hannah awoke wondering what time it was. How long had she been sleeping? 
 
    Yawning, she leaned up against the closet wall and stretched her stiff limbs. It felt good to wake up in an environment where her dad's scent was still detectable. 
 
    She shivered. In the time she'd been sleeping, it had gotten cold in the closet. She stood up and buried her hands deep into the pockets of her father's jacket. She frowned. Something peculiar was in one of the pockets. Her fingers wound around something slender and cool, something fluid that felt like a chain… or a necklace. 
 
    Hannah scooped out the contents of the pocket and flipped on the light. 
 
    She gasped. There, in her palm, was a gold necklace. And hanging from it was a locket. 
 
    It was the locket. 
 
    How could she have forgotten? It was one of the last things he'd said to her. 
 
    She tried really hard to recall those last moments with him. And then she replayed what she remembered about the conversation in her head. 
 
    He'd said the locket was hers, and he'd mentioned something about keeping it close to her, and him always being with her. 
 
    He'd also said something about her being in danger. Who knows what he'd been talking about there. 
 
    She examined the locket closely, holding it up to the light. 
 
    An oval locket dangled from a chain of delicate, interlaced loops. The necklace was gold and somewhat gaudy like something out of an overpriced pawn shop. It was a piece she supposed might have been pretty or fashionable in another era. 
 
    Inscribed on the front of the locket was an unusual flower shaped like a starfish. It reminded Hannah of a visit to the ocean when she was ten, where she'd spent hours combing the beaches for seashells, eventually filling her sand pails to the point where they were overflowing with shells of all shapes and sizes. Out of all of them, the starfish had been her favorite. 
 
    Later that day, in the tidewater pools, her father had shown her the starfish that were still alive. They were a rich, salmon color—like a shade of her mother's lipstick—and their slow, deliberate movements had made her think that they were waving at her. At least that's what her dad had told her. 
 
    By the time they'd left the shoreline, she'd collected dozens of what she'd called "ocean treasures." 
 
    Funny how life worked. Here she'd found another treasure, a gift her father had specifically wanted her to have. But why? What was so special about this locket? Where had he gotten it? And what was it doing in his work jacket? Had he put it there on purpose because he knew she might eventually find it? Or had she stumbled across it by pure coincidence? 
 
    It wasn't like he was a jewelry person. Her mom was, but her dad was definitely not. 
 
    Hannah further inspected the casing. Clustered in the middle of the flower were tiny dots which reminded her of seeds in the middle of a sunflower. But this was some strange flower she didn't recognize. 
 
    She opened the locket. Inside was a picture of a young woman. The pose had her looking over her shoulder and past the direct line of the camera lens, so that her gaze hung in the corners of her eyes, as if she was focused on someone to one side of her. The woman was striking. She had wavy, blondish hair cut in a chin-length bob, full lips parted ever so slightly as if on the verge of speaking and an oval face which held an expression bordering between seductive and sweet. 
 
    Despite its small size, the black and white photograph was vivid, almost lifelike, as if the woman could step out of the frame and introduce herself at any moment. 
 
    Hannah had no doubt she was from an earlier period of time. 
 
    Opposite the picture, pressed between glass and satin, was a dried flower. She held it up against the light. Yes, she was quite certain the dried flower matched the one engraved on the exterior of the locket. 
 
    More questions surfaced. Who was the woman? Why did her dad have this locket? Why did he want her to have it? And what about the peculiar flower? 
 
    She didn't have any answers. And she may never get them now that her father was gone. 
 
    Surely though, there was some logical explanation. The locket was probably a family heirloom he'd wanted to pass down to her, seeing as she was his only child. 
 
    She would have to ask her mom. 
 
    But wait… why hadn't her mother had the locket? Wouldn't she have given it to Hannah if she were aware of its existence? 
 
    What if the mysterious woman was someone her mom didn't know about? What if she were someone from her father's past? 
 
    And what did the woman have to do with her? 
 
    Maybe her dad had purposefully kept it from her mom. Maybe he didn't want her knowing about it. Maybe, Hannah thought, she shouldn't show it to her after all. There was no telling what her mom would do. And it certainly wouldn't hurt anything not to tell her. 
 
    Fatigue settled over Hannah. It was late, and just the thought of her fluffy down comforter wrapped around her body made her eager to get to bed. 
 
    She would figure it out tomorrow. 
 
    The trip to the closet had been exhausting, stirring up sentiments and memories she'd managed to avoid until now. 
 
    She glanced once more at the locket in the palm of her hand and then folded her fingers tightly around it. She was definitely going to wait to tell her mom. It would be her secret— 
 
    Without warning, the room started spinning. Hannah wasn't sure if the sensation was all in her head or if the room was actually swirling around her. 
 
    She grabbed for something solid to steady her, but there was nothing but empty space. 
 
    She instantly felt as if she was on a merry-go-round. She used every last muscle in an attempt to reach forward and move beyond the unbelievable pull of the vortex, but the harder she tried, the more she was pulled into its center. 
 
    The clothes, dresser, and shoes became blurred, as they passed around the tiny room like revolving doors. Out of nowhere, a blast of tornado-strength wind whipped up and around her, wrenching her father's coat away from her body with an incredible, suction-like force. 
 
    The light from the ceiling fixture above her briefly flickered and then, in what seemed like only a fraction of a second later, pitch darkness enveloped her. 
 
    Hannah thought she'd blacked out. Only when she heard the familiar rhythms of her body—the inhale and exhale of her lungs, and the pounding of her heart—did she realize she was still conscious. And alive. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 31—LIGHT 
 
    Almost as quickly as the darkness had descended upon her, lights appeared. 
 
    But the lights were only those of nighttime. 
 
    There was no question about it. Hannah was definitely not in the closet anymore, and from what she could tell, she was somewhere outside. 
 
    Bulky, winter wear, the kind she'd wear in sub-zero temperatures, had replaced her father's coat and her tiger-striped pajamas. She felt like a puffed-up campfire marshmallow and was toasty warm like one. 
 
    For an instant, panic raided her mind as she realized the locket was gone. Had it disappeared? Or had she lost it? 
 
    Removing her gloves, she frantically explored every pocket in her down coat and every pouch of her snow pants. But she couldn't find it anywhere. 
 
    Almost desperate now, she dipped her hand below her neckline, between layers of clothing surrounding her neck and upper body, and she finally felt it. 
 
    The locket had somehow fastened itself around her neck. 
 
    Hannah closed her eyes and breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    But how had it gotten there? She certainly hadn't put it on before the room had started spinning. 
 
    And then it hit her. 
 
    Oh. My. God. 
 
    The locket must have brought her here. It had done this. 
 
    The last thing she remembered was grasping it firmly in the palm of her hand, and then the room had started swirling. 
 
    Hannah felt a brief sense of comfort knowing the locket was still with her, but the feeling was soon replaced with the anxiety of more unknowns. 
 
    Still, it was clearly the only logical explanation for her being here. 
 
    But where was here? 
 
    Just as the question floated into her mind, a warm, tingly feeling gushed into her middle and spread throughout her extremities. It was as if her whole body had been asleep and was now waking up. And with the sensation came a soothing vibe, a calming power like nothing she'd ever experienced. 
 
    Whatever it was instantly quelled her fears and dispelled any sense of unease inside of her. 
 
    Hannah felt like she should be afraid, but she wasn't. 
 
    After her eyes had adjusted to the dimness, she evaluated her position and took note of her surroundings. 
 
    Darkness flanked by a full moon cast a bluish glow upon everything. The snow-covered landscape carried tinges of indigo, and the sky spread endless above her in accents of cobalt and ink. 
 
    She stood on a narrow road lined with vertical banks of snow that were probably double her height. It reminded her of the half pipe she'd snowboarded in Aspen—the one she'd attempted to navigate, only to end up with a broken collarbone. 
 
    To each side of the snow banks, well beyond the road in either horizontal direction, were high mountain peaks extending like jagged arrowheads into a bowl overflowing with stars. 
 
    She thought she might be in a valley of sorts but, except for the groomed road she was on, no traces of civilization existed as far as her eye could see. 
 
    Moonlight illuminating the way, she felt an overwhelming sensation to move forward along the pathway extending out in front of her. 
 
    Maybe it was the enchantment of the place or maybe it was just the thrill of a new experience but, whatever it was, she felt invigorated and emboldened, completely alive with every one of her senses on full alert. 
 
    As she moved down the road, snow crackled beneath her boots. Her nose tingled with frosty air, and her pupils broadened with anticipation. But for what? 
 
    She had no clue what had brought her here, and she had absolutely no idea what was in store for her. 
 
    She was Dorothy traipsing down the Yellow Brick Road, determined to find answers to her questions. Only the journey was hers alone. There was no Scarecrow to lock arms with, no Tin Man to share in the quest, no Lion to help chase away doubts. 
 
    So, she trudged on, urged ahead by a quiet voice inside of her that threw away any remaining sense of caution or concern. 
 
    The air was crisp and cold. Refreshing. Her every breath hung in front of her. 
 
    Then, unexpectedly, something incredible was happening in the skyline. 
 
    Spectacular ribbons of color fell from the skies. Fuchsia, mint, plum, and alabaster swirled down and across the canvas of darkness in creamy wisps of light, almost as if the colored fingers of heaven were stretching downwards, reaching out to touch the Earth. 
 
    Hannah stopped. 
 
    Her gaze absorbed the beauty as a permanent photograph in the darkroom of her mind. 
 
    She was awestruck. She'd only ever seen the Northern Lights in pictures. 
 
    But where exactly was she? 
 
    Never had she seen something so magnificent. It was like stepping into a world of make-believe, only she wasn't the type of person who'd ever really believed in such things. 
 
    Nature's masterpiece, she thought as her lips turned up at the corners. 
 
    The lights were a beacon urging her onward. 
 
    Even if only in some small way, she felt they were meant just for her. 
 
    She moved even faster now, with a heightened sense of urgency. 
 
    She needed to see what was ahead. 
 
    Something had definitely coaxed her forward… 
 
    It was fifteen, maybe twenty more minutes, before she saw what it was. 
 
    The faint outline of a figure—someone also dressed like an Eskimo—marched toward her. A strip of fur on the rim of a hood veiled the person's face but, as the figure drew nearer, she had an overwhelming urge to run. 
 
    Yet, strangely enough, she didn't want to run away from it, she wanted to run toward it. 
 
    She could tell the person felt it too. 
 
    They were two people drawn together by forces beyond the realm of human explanation. 
 
    And then all of a sudden, without even consciously deciding, she burst into a sprint. 
 
    She ran as if her life depended on it, not fully understanding what she was running for or who she was running toward. 
 
    And then, like a magical, fairy tale ending, she saw the familiar face. 
 
    It was the one person she loved most in the world. 
 
    The locket, she suddenly realized, had brought them back together. 
 
    Just as he said it would. 
 
    She all at once remembered the words he'd struggled to get out, words she'd largely forgotten until now: The locket, he'd said, was for me to stay with you. 
 
    Now, Hannah understood. Their paths had come full circle. 
 
    Her father's arms opened wide. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 32—TIMING 
 
    "Daddy!" 
 
    Hannah screamed it when she recognized him. 
 
    Everything moved in slow motion. Streams of emotion poured down their faces as they embraced for what felt like an eternity. She was violently shaking, unable to control her shock and disbelief. 
 
    "It's okay, Hannah. It's okay. I'm here with you. Come on. That's right, sit down, sit right here." They plopped down onto the snow, and he held her like he had when she was a child. "I've got you, Hannah," he soothed. "You're safe. I'm with you." 
 
    Vance rocked her, with one arm supporting her head and the other hooked beneath her knees. He talked softly to her, gradually calming her emotions with just the resonance of his voice. 
 
    She never thought she'd see him again. 
 
    And now, here he was—in the flesh—as if he'd never had the accident. 
 
    "Am I dreaming?" she asked. 
 
    "No, Hannah. You're not. It's real. I'm here and you're here." 
 
    His words were nourishment to her withered soul, his sounds as comforting as anything she'd ever known. 
 
    "But are you going to leave me?" Her pale, tear-stained face conveyed the anguish of the recent months. 
 
    "No. I'm not leaving," he said. It hurt him to even imagine what his death had been like for her. 
 
    "But… you did before." 
 
    "I know, Hannah. But you've found me now. You found the locket. I knew it would only be a matter of time. Hannah, my sweet baby girl," he swept her bangs back from her eyes. "How I've missed you." His cheeks and nose were flushed from the emotion. 
 
    She nodded, unable to speak. And he held her. She couldn't get close enough. Her head cuddled against his chest. She inhaled his woodsy scent. Every so often she would look at him, as if seeing him for the first time, and drink him into the pools of her eyes. 
 
    They stayed this way until their crying subsided, and then he softly held her away from him, at arm's length. 
 
    "Let me get a good look at you," he said, tilting her chin up. He grabbed tissues and a miniature light from his pocket, first dabbing away her tear-stained cheeks and then positioning the light in front of her face. 
 
    "Just as beautiful as ever," he said, holding a handful of tissues to her nose and ordering her to blow. "That's my girl." 
 
    "I'm a mess," she said, choking out a teary-laugh. "Did you miss me?" she asked in a childlike voice. 
 
    "Every second of every day," he answered. "Come on," he offered his hand to help her up, "let's go." He put his arm around her waist. 
 
    She couldn't help but smile. 
 
    For the next little while, they walked side-by-side chatting about all of the things they'd both missed out on. She talked about her mom, school, the animals, and the ranch—all the things they cared about. 
 
    Vance asked about the Grassles, and Boone in particular, and wondered about his horse, Traveler. How was Stony doing? And Marie? 
 
    For some reason—she couldn't really explain why—she didn't tell her dad about Alexander. 
 
    She wasn't exactly sure what, but something made her hold certain things back. 
 
    And Hannah realized very quickly that, as peculiar as it seemed, it was almost better for her to be selective in her answers to him; more than once, she opted not to tell him the entire truth. 
 
    The last thing she wanted was to hurt him. And for his sake, she decided some things were best left unsaid. 
 
    All the while, she soaked in his familiarity and cherished every single moment with him. 
 
    After losing him, Hannah felt as if she needed him now more than ever. She didn't dare leave his side. And, more than anything, she felt desperate for his touch—just to make sure he was for real. 
 
    The absolute joy was like nothing she'd ever experienced. 
 
    "I've missed you so much, Dad." 
 
    "I've missed you too, you know," he said, shortening his stride so she could keep up with him. "More than you could ever imagine. But know that I am always with you—everywhere you go." 
 
    Her eyes dropped as she looked forward, unexpectedly remembering the feeling of life without him. 
 
    "It's just been so lonely without you. You can't even imagine." 
 
    He stopped and looked right at her. Here she was, his precious Hannah. Tears stung his face, and for the millionth time, he brushed the crest of his cheek with the back of his hand. 
 
    "Hannah," he paused to stifle a sob, "even in your loneliest hours, I was with you. I never left you. And I never will leave you." 
 
    It was all too much. 
 
    She fell to her knees and wept. 
 
    The memory of his death kept stabbing at her, like she could lose him again at any moment. 
 
    He held her again, this time for even longer. 
 
    * 
 
    After a while, she had calmed down enough to talk again. 
 
    "Hannah," her father said gently. 
 
    Her swollen eyes lifted. 
 
    "Did you know that many times when you cried, I was there holding your hand?" 
 
    Everything was overwhelming. It took her a few minutes to be able to respond to him. When she'd finally gathered her composure, her response came out in a whisper. 
 
    "I thought I could feel you with me. You really were there with me?" 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    "Marie told me that maybe you were. Now I know—I wasn't just imagining it—or going crazy." 
 
    It tore at his heart that he'd had to leave her. He never intended for things to work out that way. 
 
    "Of course, you weren't crazy." She crawled from his lap and onto the snow beside him. "You'll always be Daddy's little girl, and I am always with you." 
 
    He smiled and suddenly hopped up, "Well, let's get you inside. We have so much to catch up on." 
 
    He started walking again, but she didn't follow. 
 
    She had all sorts of questions. And she wasn't going to let him off that easy. 
 
    "Dad, if I'm not dreaming, how is it even possible I'm here?" 
 
    Her lips pressed together, and her gaze narrowed. 
 
    He stopped and turned back to face her, and then began closing the gap between them. He crouched down in front of her. 
 
    "Okay, Hannah, fine. You win. For now, I'll answer your question in as short an answer as possible. And then later," he touched the tip of her nose, "you'll get the long version of the story." 
 
    Vance looked away as if not quite sure where to begin. And when he spoke, he did so slowly. "You're not dreaming. What you're experiencing is Timing." 
 
    Her blank expression conveyed her skepticism. "What in the heck are you talking about?" 
 
    He stood and faced away from her. "It's the ability," he continued, "to travel through time." 
 
    Hannah's mouth crinkled and swung to the side of her face. She didn't answer immediately, but before she did, she got up and folded her arms across her chest. 
 
    "You're kidding, right?" 
 
    Vance turned to face her. His chin didn't waiver, and his eyes remained fixed on her. 
 
    It was a lot to digest. 
 
    "I have… what ability?" Coming from anyone other than her dad she would have readily mocked the person. 
 
    Now, in a terrifying jump from reality, she was almost beginning to believe him. 
 
    "Timing," he repeated. 
 
    "What does it mean?" She was dumbfounded as he knew she would be. "Do I go back home or stay here? What about Mom? Does that mean I go back without you?" She shot him questions in rapid succession, with hardly a breath in between them. 
 
    He was erect, emotionless, a marine in full uniform standing guard over a fallen comrade. 
 
    She was commanded into silence by his. 
 
    "Not right now, Hannah. I told you no more, for now. There will be plenty of time to answer other questions and explain everything. For now, let's just enjoy the time we have together… and maybe pretend that we never had to part ways." He lightly touched her cheek. "Let's get you home." 
 
    Hannah wondered just exactly where "home" was, but she didn't want him to get mad, so she zipped her mouth and followed him, making a concerted effort to speak only of "light stuff." 
 
    As an aside, in the notepad portion of her mind, she compiled a list of her questions to put to him, hoping the opportunity for asking them would eventually present itself. 
 
    It wasn't long before they turned off the main road and followed an adjoining one pointed straight toward the mountain range. 
 
    After about ten more minutes of brisk walking, they reached a small shed near the edge of some pine trees; other than the road, the structure was the first sign of human inhabitance since Hannah's arrival. 
 
    Vance told her to wait outside as he unlocked the building, and then he disappeared inside it. 
 
    She walked around the perimeter of the structure, staying on the shoveled path carved out around it. 
 
    Along the back of the shed, she glanced into the forest that was behind it, and for just a sliver of a second, she could have sworn that someone was watching her from behind a stand of trees. 
 
    Her father calling for her interrupted the sensation, and she quickly dismissed it as paranoia. 
 
    There was no need to be afraid here, she reminded herself, as she rounded the corner to rejoin him. 
 
    "You'll need these," he said, handing her snowshoes. "Now we'll have better light. My batteries were starting to die." 
 
    "Where are we going?" she asked. 
 
    "You'll see," was his only response. 
 
    He lit a torch, and they continued walking, only this time they were going through the forest without the guidance of a road. 
 
    Weariness began to set in. Hannah felt like her body was on autopilot, moving with barely any conscious effort on her part. She became ravenous for sleep and was unable to think of little else. 
 
    That was until howling fell upon her ears, so shrill that it instantly pickled her insides. Adrenaline rushed into her body, and the need for rest instantly vanished. 
 
    Vance intercepted her frozen stance and cut her off with a swift shake of his head. 
 
    "Don't worry," he said. "You'll like what's ahead." 
 
    He motioned for her to lead the way as they continued on through the snow, both of them moving closer toward the epicenter of the sounds. 
 
    Eventually, at the bottom of a hill, the trees thinned into a wide, flat area dimly lit by a yard light. Hannah could make out a dozen or so miniature houses, interspersed along two parallel lines, each of whose tenant sat at attention. Some were on the roofs, others on the porches. 
 
    And now that their master was in the immediate vicinity, their howling had turned to whimpers. 
 
    A smile spread across Hannah's face. 
 
    It was a Dog Town. 
 
    "Sled dogs," her father said, coming up beside her. "I trained them. Come on," he grinned, "let me introduce you." 
 
    He took her past all of the other canines to the farthest point in one of the lines where the dog house was twice as big as all of the others. It was a small replica of their home on the ranch. 
 
    Vance approached the animal first and crouched in front of it. 
 
    "Hi girl," he stoked her head and lowered the torch, "I've brought someone to see you." 
 
    Hannah brought her gloved hand to her mouth. 
 
    It was Sadie. 
 
    Even now, Hannah still thought of her every day. 
 
    They'd been inseparable, the dog a part of her life like no animal before or since. 
 
    Sadie had even learned to ride with her in a specially designed seat attached to the back of her saddle. 
 
    Boone had dubbed them the "Dog and Pony Show." 
 
    Hannah wrapped her arms around the dog. Her tears streamed onto the animal's head. Sadie whimpered and licked her as if saying, "I missed you." In no time at all, the canine had curled up in her lap, seemingly content with Hannah's familiar voice and touch. 
 
    "But Sadie died." Her voice lowered. "How is this even possible?" 
 
    "I know I probably shouldn't have," her dad admitted, "but I couldn't resist. You know how I loved her." He shrugged. "She left a big hole in our family when she passed away. I didn't show you at the time, Hannah, but it really bothered me when it happened." He plopped down onto the snow right next to them. Sadie raised her head and planted a big, wet lick on his hand. 
 
    "So," he said triumphantly, "when I knew you were coming, I went back in time and retrieved her from the past." 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 33—DEATH 
 
    The dogsled clipped across lucid whiteness, the steady patter of paws in perfect synchrony with nature's surroundings. Overhead, the stars were punctured holes in the curtain of midnight, tiny portals of light into the heavens dictated by the crystal ball looming among them. Below, the stage was set for the choir of Earth's own angels, the canine's rhythmic cant a harmonic extension of Earth's own voice. 
 
    On slats of wood hovering just inches from the ground, Hannah slept curled up in a ball, a roly-poly mound of cargo protected from the frigid air by several thick layers of fur. Only her eyes were visible through the pile of blankets in a slit the size of a dollar bill. 
 
    Above her, Vance piloted the dogs in the direction of the cottage, the wind a constant bite against his ski goggles and mask. 
 
    Freeing one hand from the driving bow, he dug into his pocket and felt the roundness of the pocket watch. Checking it was purely instinct now, something he did as often as he thought of Hannah. 
 
    He wasn't the type to take chances. Especially after all that had happened. 
 
    He peered down at Hannah and took a moment to soak in her presence. She was his sun, his North Star, the heart of his very own soul. She always had been. 
 
    He just couldn't believe she was finally here. 
 
    Although he'd anticipated this day ever since parting from her, he never imagined that it would happen so soon. 
 
    He'd prepared himself for the fact it could take months, even years before she discovered the locket. 
 
    And never—not even once—had he allowed himself to contemplate the possibility of her never finding it… 
 
    Now, having her with him was a complete relief. 
 
    He'd noticed changes in her though. 
 
    Changes that, for some reason, he hadn't seen coming. He should have anticipated them, should have known his death, his absence would take its toll on her. 
 
    He forced his gaze back to the snowy trail in anticipation of the turn just ahead. 
 
    "Haw," he commanded the dogs, repeating it several times until they'd successfully rounded the corner. 
 
    Yes, Hannah was different. More serious. More reserved. More on her mind. 
 
    It also seemed to him she was holding back. Like there were things she wasn't telling him… 
 
    For her, his death had peeled back the façade of life and revealed to her darkness. 
 
    A darkness she'd never before experienced. 
 
    No longer was life always fun and carefree and innocent, like it was for most teenagers. 
 
    She'd been forced to grow up, had stepped over the threshold of youthfulness and into the realm of adulthood, where life had abrupt beginnings and endings, sudden stops and starts, where life often felt nearer to hell than to heaven. 
 
    And still, it went on. 
 
    Vance knew what Hannah had been through because he too had experienced loss. 
 
    A long time ago—when he was roughly the same age. 
 
    Not once did a single day pass that he didn't remember all he'd lost. 
 
    Eventually, upon the discovery of his Timing abilities, doors of opportunity had opened for him that he'd never once dreamed to be possible. He'd started a new life and had done everything within his power to erase the memories of his old one. 
 
    But no matter how hard he tried to forget… the past—his past—was always part of his present. 
 
    Like a scar, it stayed with him. Indefinitely. Beyond Timing. Even beyond death. 
 
    Now the cycle for him had repeated. He had a new life. A fresh start. But this time it was different. He'd been forced to leave. Was older. And then there was Hannah. 
 
    She'd given meaning and purpose to his life. 
 
    Every so often when his daughter smiled or laughed in a particular way, he would capture a glimpse of the love he once had. And lost. 
 
    Since leaving Durango and Timing to another era, he'd looked forward to this moment when Hannah would rejoin him and learn about her past. It was long overdue. For years, he'd planned on telling her, had meant to bring it up at just the right time, but then the accident had come between them and had completely altered the trajectory of his plans. 
 
    He and Jackie had done all they could for her. They'd tried their hardest to groom Hannah for everything in store for her. 
 
    But he hadn't been able to complete the race. He'd been stopped from crossing the finish line by Fate. 
 
    Now that she was here, he could prepare her for what she was destined to face. At least in some small way. 
 
    At long last, he could tell her… while there was still time. 
 
    He needed to protect her. But more than anything, she needed to know about her past to protect herself. 
 
    She would soon be a target, if she wasn't already… 
 
    * 
 
    The cottage was in sight. 
 
    Hannah stirred at the nudging of her father, the bite of raw mountain air quickly clearing her mind of slumber. She clambered off the sled and moved in the direction of the house, pausing only briefly to stomp her foot which had fallen asleep during the ride. 
 
    Outside, icicles dangled from the cottage's eaves and frost lined the edges of its windowpanes. The wooden front door, complete with rounded top and iron hinges, reminded Hannah of something out of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. It even creaked when her father opened it. 
 
    Before long, a crackling fire was casting long, pulsing shadows across the living room. Two cowhide chairs sat opposite one another on either side of the fireplace and next to one of them folded blankets filled an old copper wash basin. 
 
    After she warmed her hands near the fire, Hannah sat in the Holstein-patterned chair and spread one of the blankets across her lap. Sadie was curled up at her feet. 
 
    From the kitchen, her father nodded, "Ah, hah. I knew you'd like that chair, Hanny. I had it made just for you." 
 
    "Are you serious, Dad?" 
 
    "Yeah. I am." 
 
    "You expected me? I mean, how is all of this even possible? Are you like an angel or something?" She was only half-teasing. "Let me see your wings." 
 
    He chuckled. She'd always joked with him, and he loved that she had such a good sense of humor. So many people were too serious nowadays, he thought. 
 
    A pang of loss suddenly pierced through his heart. He missed having her around every day, missed their banter back and forth. No one had understood him like his Hannah. 
 
    Never had he expected things to turn out the way they did. His death had wrecked everything. And now he had to try and explain it all to her. It was hard to know where to even begin. 
 
    He managed a grin. "No, I don't have wings, but maybe I should look into it. And maybe I should get a tail while I am at it. I've always loved Whitetails—" 
 
    They were both laughing as he handed her a cup of steaming hot chocolate. In spite of her ultra warm clothes, she'd grown cold and was grateful for the cozy atmosphere and warm drink. 
 
    The rhythmic pulse of the fire, offset by the occasional crackle and pop, mesmerized her, made her feel like she was in a trance. In the bathroom, she'd even pinched herself to make sure she was really here. 
 
    In a thousand lifetimes, she'd never expected to see her father again. She'd come to grips with the fact that she never would see him again until she was dead. 
 
    Dead. The word immediately pierced through her. 
 
    That was it. 
 
    Hannah's face became white, almost translucent, like all of the blood had drained out of her head. Her breaths turned shallow. Her pulsed raced. Her neck felt as if it were being tightened in a corset. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn't breathe normally. 
 
    Her hand went suddenly limp. The cup and saucer plummeted to the floor, shattering into a million pieces. But she was oblivious to it. 
 
    Vance put down his Chococoffee and rushed to her side. He knelt beside her and put his hand on her leg. 
 
    "Hannah, what's wrong?" 
 
    She said it so seriously, in such a blended tone of certainty and doom, Vance had to choke back tears of sadness. 
 
    "I'm dead, aren't I?" 
 
    From somewhere, she heard the pleas of her father. 
 
    "Oh, honey, no… no, of course you're not dead. You are as alive as you have always been." He tried to console and comfort her with words of reassurance, but nothing helped. 
 
    Nothing he could say would convince her. 
 
    Hannah was sure she was dying. Or maybe she was already dead. 
 
    So this is what happens when a person Times, she thought desperately. A person time travels and then dies… or dies and then time travels… 
 
    She gasped for air. Her breaths came shorter and faster. The world around her spun in circles… and then faded. 
 
    Hannah collapsed in her father's arms. 
 
    And as she died, images played before her, one after another—the movie reel of her life. 
 
    Alexander flashed into her mind, complete with his otherworldly qualities which never ceased to intrigue her. His savvy intelligence that challenged her every move; his terrific smile that made her heart double-beat; and his sensual kiss that electrified every nerve-ending in her body. Being with him was captivating. He'd cast a spell upon her and still, somehow, left her wanting more. The time they shared was never enough. He was a sizzling, raging bonfire that bewitched her, drew her in ever closer… even close enough that it could potentially burn her. 
 
    Then… there was Boone. Being with her father again made it difficult not to think of him. The two were so alike. Still, he always came as an afterthought, like an epilogue in the book of her mind. He was rough and rugged, like the Rocky Mountains she so desperately loved, yet he was also soothing and invigorating like waters of a mountain hot spring. But there was also a certain depth to him which she had yet to fully discover, a depth similar to her favorite fishing hole, where often the finest catch lingered just out of sight, waiting for just the right time, just the right lure… and when the perfect one finally penetrated the water's surface, the fish would bite, hard and fast, swallowing the bait so completely that it would never be able to let it go. 
 
    She imagined that was why Boone had never yet married… he was like that fish… waiting patiently for just the right time, just the perfect person. She supposed she was drawn to him, in part, because he was so much like her father. But she'd also come to understand that Boone was a glowing ember, the lasting remnants of the raging bonfire, a constant, steady source of energy and warmth, not to be underestimated. 
 
    Her mind turned to all of the others… there was Marie, Stony, her mother… every one of them ran through her head… 
 
    Yes, she would miss them all. Every single one of— 
 
    Wait. 
 
    She thought she could make out the frame of a man. Maybe it was her father. Was that him holding her? Shaking her? His voice reached out to her as if grabbing her from another existence. 
 
    "Get a hold of yourself, Hannah," he demanded. "You're not dead. Not even close." 
 
    But she was still lost, unresponsive—in another world created almost entirely by her own imagination. 
 
    Vance slapped her. 
 
    She felt the sting. It shocked her, awakened her from the stupor. Her eyes slowly regained focus, and after another minute, she could smell her father's aftershave and feel her stomach gurgling. 
 
    All were glorious signs she was alive. 
 
    Alive! 
 
    At once, she felt an overwhelming sense of happiness—a true contentedness she hadn't experienced in what seemed like eternity. 
 
    The pendulum of reality had swung her back into the land of truths. 
 
    She wasn't dead after all. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 34—A GIFT AND A CURSE 
 
    Sunlight peeked over the rims of the mountains and spilled into the bedroom window, casting streams of citrus onto Hannah's face. The room, like the entire cottage, was unpretentious with pine covering nearly every surface in sight, except for an old black rocker positioned boldly in the corner like a child refusing punishment. 
 
    She slept in a four-poster bed, her licorice hair randomly strewn against the crisp, white pillowcase, while half of a leg was positioned on top of the duvet, free from the confines of covers. Her eyelids occasionally quivered, wrangling against the persistent disturbance of daybreak. 
 
    The sun's touch eventually stirred her past the point of no return though, and Hannah's semi-conscious shift toward alertness began with about as much reluctance as a pig forced out of a mud bath. 
 
    She uncoiled from the fetal position and sighed, extending her toes and fingers toward opposite ends of the bed. She yawned and her fingers lunged into the corners of her eyes, sweeping away the sand of sleep and then massaging the bridge of her nose. 
 
    Thoughts began trickling into her brain. She couldn't recall the last time she'd slept so deeply, so dreamily. Without even consciously thinking about it, she re-centered the locket below her throat which had fallen to the edge of her shoulder and casually began to orient herself as to the day and the time and just where exactly— 
 
    And then as her eyes came into focus, a jolt of memory hit her like a rush of cold water in the shower. 
 
    She recalled the events of the night before and suddenly became hyper-aware of the newness, foreignness of her surroundings, and then she remembered—her dad— 
 
    Hannah hurtled out of bed. 
 
    When she opened the door and saw him peeling potatoes at the kitchen sink, she exhaled with relief, catching her hand at her breast, and stopping her heart from bungee jumping right out of her chest. 
 
    Vance was, at first, unaware of his daughter standing behind him. He was whistling something familiar, a song that made Hannah smile. John Denver's Rocky Mountain High—one of his favorites. 
 
    For a few minutes, she stood in the doorway and watched him. 
 
    She'd never expected to see her father again. 
 
    Now the gift of Timing had given her, what felt like, a second life. 
 
    At the very least, she'd been given another day with him, and that was more than she could have ever dreamed of. 
 
    Now though, all she wanted was a hug. 
 
    "Dad." She finally exhaled his name and crossed the room barefoot toward him. 
 
    "Good morning," he turned halfway from the sink, just in time to embrace her, a partially-skinned potato in one hand and the peeler in the other. 
 
    "I thought you might be gone," she whispered into his ear. When she'd first remembered where she was, she'd feared that somehow he wouldn't be there. 
 
    "I'm not going anywhere, Hannah." 
 
    At the dawn of a new day, she was simply overjoyed just to be with him. 
 
    Death had separated them. 
 
    And now Timing had brought them back together. 
 
    * 
 
    Vance had missed his daughter. Not that he'd had any real choice in the matter. With his untimely death, his life with Hannah, at least in the context they'd known it, had ended so harshly, so abruptly. 
 
    He'd always known his past would catch up with him. And now it finally had. 
 
    He was just grateful for their special Timing abilities which would at least allow them to be in contact with one another. But who knew for how long? No one was ever certain how long their Timing powers would last. 
 
    For some, they lasted indefinitely and for others, their powers terminated within a few years. 
 
    The most powerful among them even had special talents beyond just Timing. 
 
    All morning, as Hannah was sleeping, he'd rehearsed the explanation for his being here, for her being here. 
 
    He knew she would have questions and expect answers. 
 
    He would not, could not answer everything—for that would come in time—but he could at least let her know the reason for bringing her here. That was the most important thing. 
 
    Here, they would only be safe for a short while. 
 
    He could never stay too long in one place because they would find him. 
 
    Soon—all too soon—the same would be true for Hannah. 
 
    That was why she was here. He had to protect her, as best he could, and let her know what she was up against. 
 
    He'd dreaded this moment for a long time. Now, it was here. 
 
    He could no longer keep certain things from her, secrets he'd guarded from her since she was little. 
 
    Breakfast was unusually quiet, with father and daughter content to enjoy the moment, both of them ignoring the elephant in the room. The night before, questions had crammed themselves into Hannah's mind, but now she wasn't quite so sure that she was prepared to hear all of the answers. 
 
    After she swallowed a forkful of Buckaroo Spuds, and washed them down with some grape juice, she decided it was time. 
 
    "So, Dad, tell me what this is all about. I need to know. I mean I wasn't really freaking out, but it was kind of a scary experience. But I would do it a million times over again just to see you and be with you again… so if that is what I have to do, just tell me how to get back here again…" 
 
    She had a desperate ring in her voice, and he knew probably anyone in her shoes would feel the same way. 
 
    Vance stopped eating and brought his napkin to his mouth. He wanted to ease her fears, and let her know everything was going to be all right. 
 
    But she went on. "Does it have anything to do with the locket? I found it… after all this time, I found it. But where did—" 
 
    "Hannah, for heaven's sake, slow down. I have a lot to tell you, but I'll never get it all out if you don't give me a chance to explain." As soon as he'd said it, he regretted the harshness with which it came out. 
 
    "Okay," she said, looking down at her plate, melancholy for the first time since seeing him again. Mainly because she was afraid he would disappear almost as suddenly as he had appeared. Or, that she might never get to see him again beyond this visit. 
 
    Vance pulled his chair over beside her and lifted her face. "I didn't mean for it to come out like that. I'm sorry, sweetheart. Please forgive me. It's just that…" he briefly looked away, "well, let's just say it's hard for me to explain everything. I just hope you know how much I love you, Hannah, and I want you to listen—I mean, really listen—to all I have to say. What I need to tell you is very important. And then some of what you're experiencing will begin to make some sense." He put his napkin on the table and took a drink from his glass. "Are you finished with your breakfast?" 
 
    She nodded demurely. 
 
    "Come on, let's go over here. We can clean all of this up later." 
 
    They went to sit by the fire. Hanging above the mantle was a trophy elk, its glazed-over eyes so real, so lifelike that Hannah felt as if it followed her every movement. 
 
    In this new world, anything seemed possible. 
 
    While she plunked down in the same chair as the night before, her dad put another piece of wood on the fire and stoked it some before settling in. 
 
    "It's hard to know where to begin," he eventually confessed, grabbing his pipe from a small wooden box that sat on top of the fireplace. As he packed it with tobacco, he took the seat across from her. Once it was lit, he began to explain. 
 
    "Timing is the ability to travel through time. You and I possess this ability, but so do many others. People use their powers for all sorts of reasons. It really is, Hannah, both a gift and a curse. You can do things that no one else can, but it's a tremendous weight to carry, and is not something to be taken lightly or used frivolously. Every circumstance in which you Time increases the risk of everyone involved and heightens your vulnerability. You will begin to more fully understand what I mean as you gain experience and, in a sense, experiment with your powers." He crafted his message thoughtfully so as not to frighten her. 
 
    "Why can't you just tell me now?" 
 
    "Some things you can only learn by experience and others I will explain to you… in time. For now, you only need know the basics of your ability." He hesitated. "For your own good—and mine," he said. "It could be… well, it could be dangerous for you to know too much." 
 
    She raised her eyebrows. "Dangerous?" The word roused something in her memory… then, it suddenly hit her: his warning right before he died. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    "Is that why you told me I was in danger?" 
 
    "Yes. They may come after you…" 
 
    Her eyes leveled with his. "Um, Dad," she said slowly, "you're starting to make me nervous. Who exactly are 'They'?" 
 
    Vance puffed on his pipe and leaned forward. "Hannah, you've lived a very charmed life. Other than the rules your mother and I had for you, you pretty much got to do what you wanted. So long as you followed them," he smiled. "People haven't always been so fortunate. What I'm trying to say, is that people haven't always been so free." 
 
    "I'm not exactly sure what you mean." 
 
    "I know you've learned some about this in school, but it's sad to say that some people benefit greatly by controlling others and dominating over others. The more control they have, the more power they have. That's the Protectorate. Think of kings and emperors… they have supreme power over people precisely because they have supreme control over them. It's been this way since… well, since the beginning of time, I guess." 
 
    "But what does this have to do with me?" 
 
    "Well, the Sperari came along and saw the importance of freedom." 
 
    Hannah looked right at him. "Sperari?" 
 
    He tipped his head. "I think it means 'hope' in Greek or something like that. Anyway, they challenged the Protectorate, you see." 
 
    "But why would anyone be against freedom?" 
 
    "Easy. Think about it… a child without boundaries, a dog without training… too much of any one thing can be bad. And the Protectorate believes that too much freedom results in chaos and anarchy—basically it allows too many people access to wealth and power at the expense of others. They think that equality is more important, so they essentially try to do things for people that they can't do for themselves." 
 
    "Isn't that a good thing?" 
 
    "Sometimes. Sometimes not. Remember, this is all very subtle and in the background of things. Obviously, you've never heard of this. And most people will never know about Timing or Timers—or the Protectorate or the Sperari, for that matter." 
 
    Hannah groaned. "Dad, I still don't get what any of this crap has to do with me—" 
 
    Amusement swept across his face. He'd always tried to get her to be more patient. "I'm getting there. Both the Protectorate and the Sperari try to recruit new Timers. At the same time though," he raised one finger, "there are those who prefer that new Timers be done away with altogether. Think of it as eliminating the competition before it joins the other side. Outnumbers you. And, now that you've Timed, Hannah, you'll be on their radar." 
 
    No matter how hard he tried, Vance could not bring himself to tell her why she would be of particular interest to them. 
 
    "You mean they'll try to kill me?" 
 
    "Possibly." 
 
    "But how will I know who these people are?" 
 
    "You'll know. You'll feel it. Sense it." 
 
    "Whose side am I to join?" 
 
    Vance had hoped she wouldn't even ask. So much for getting off easy. "Only you can decide that, Hannah. No one can make that decision for you. Intelligence, guided by experience, will help you determine what you need to do. Which side to choose." 
 
    "But what are you?" 
 
    He knew she'd never let up until he told her. "I'm neither." 
 
    "Then I won't be either." 
 
    "Hannah, it's not that easy. Not that simple. You don't really know what you're saying." 
 
    "If you didn't align with either of them, why should I?" Her reasoning was impossible to argue with. And he knew it. 
 
    "Because you should make up your own mind about these things. Use your brains to decide what's best for you. Make decisions based on intellect, not emotion. That's all." 
 
    "So who's gonna come after me?" she asked in a somewhat irritated voice. 
 
    "It depends." 
 
    He knew she felt invincible, as did most people her age. It was impossible to impart on her the seriousness of her situation, and the responsibility that came with her abilities. 
 
    For now though, the brief explanation would have to do. 
 
    He dragged a few more times on his pipe and then, without warning, his nose twitched and eyebrows instantly furrowed. He could sense something wasn't right. 
 
    For Vance Bailey, Timing had enhanced his sense of smell to where it was far superior to that of a canine. Not to mention his special trailing abilities. 
 
    Hannah's head was down, and her fingers were rubbing the back of her neck. 
 
    Best not to alarm her, Vance told himself. She'd been through enough in the past twenty-four hours. Calm and cool… that's how he'd do it. 
 
    "Hannah," he said with more urgency that he'd planned, "I won't let anything happen to you. That's part of my job now, to protect you." 
 
    She raised her head and flashed him a confused look. "You can't come home. You can't be by me all of the time. How can you know I'll be safe? How do I know you'll be safe?" 
 
    "There are ways—" His pupils bounced around his eyeballs trying to think of the best escape route. 
 
    "You mean there are others?" 
 
    "Of course," he said absently. "They're everywhere, all around us, all across the world." 
 
    Now, he thought. We really must leave now. 
 
    A jolting force hit the cabin like turbulence in a plane, shaking the walls from within. 
 
    It made the decision for him. 
 
    That's strange, Hannah thought. She didn't remember it being stormy outside. 
 
    Almost immediately, Sadie growled. 
 
    One look at her father's face told her everything. He jumped up and made his way to a corner in the room where he grabbed a canvas knapsack that was on the floor. 
 
    "They're coming," he said matter-of-factly. "We must go. You must go." 
 
    She was confused. Go where? She'd just gotten here, hadn't she? Why in the world would she leave her father to fend for himself? And who exactly were these people, anyway? She couldn't even really remember their weird names. Was it the Speotards? Or the Ferraris? 
 
    She had so many more questions for him, but all of a sudden their time together was over. 
 
    He knew what she was thinking, but there was no time to argue. 
 
    "Hannah, you must go home, back to the ranch… for now." 
 
    "But I don't want to go, Dad. I want to stay here with you. Forever." 
 
    He was firm. "No, Hanny, that's just not possible. It wouldn't be safe. You must go back. Immediately." 
 
    She shook her head, not understanding. "How do I go back? I don't even know how." 
 
    "Of course you do. The same way you came. Clutch the Edelweiss locket between your hands and focus your thoughts on a destination. Now go. We don't have time to waste. I must leave this place. You being here makes it even more dangerous… for both of us." 
 
    "But when will I see you again?" 
 
    "Soon, I promise." He took her hands. "And, Hannah, you must know that you will now face dangers in your own world. Now that you are a Timer, and you are aware of your abilities, members of the Sperari will be sent to kill you. It's only a matter of time. Trust no one. Tell no one of your powers." 
 
    She nodded, and they embraced. While his arms were around her, she wondered if she really would see him again. 
 
    He had to pry her away from him. 
 
    "I will see you soon. Very soon. Now sit," he motioned toward the chair," and go." 
 
    She obeyed, placing the locket firmly between her hands. 
 
    "I love you, Dad." 
 
    Much of his reply was lost in a current of air, but she heard him say, "Stay safe, and remember what I said." 
 
    As she left the snug little cottage and snow-covered landscape, all Hannah knew was she couldn't wait to return. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 35—POWER 
 
    Sicarius had been top in his class. In large part, this was due to his Timing ability. 
 
    He could achieve what others perceived to be impossible, things that sent the instructors to the sidelines scratching their heads in hushed conversation. 
 
    He made a point, however, never to cheat during training exercises. He wasn't the type prone to taking shortcuts, but he also wasn't opposed to using his talents—resources, he preferred to call them—to gain advantage over the enemy. 
 
    And that just so happened to include Timing. 
 
    But he also made use of his visions. At first, when he'd discovered the correlation between these and his Timing skills, the visions had been somewhat of a nuisance. For a long time, they'd been rather unpredictable, like nightmares that would happen at random times of the day. 
 
    Now though, they were more stable and predictable. They came to him mostly at night, which was somewhat beneficial, because when he was alone, he could at least channel them. 
 
    So, when he dreamed of Hannah Bailey and saw the locket draped around her neck, he knew she had, at last, entered the maelstrom. 
 
    Her powers were now activated. Real. And he knew they would grow with her, through time and experience. 
 
    She was destined to be the most powerful of all of them. Like her father before her, only better. Even more cunning, more powerful, more evil. 
 
    But then what would you expect from the offspring of the Devil's own spawn? 
 
    As part of standard protocol, he'd alerted the Sperari. Naturally, they'd confirmed his vision. 
 
    Now was the time for action. It was only a matter of time before she discovered her full powers… and used them against him. 
 
    He couldn't afford to wait any longer. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 36—HOME 
 
    Something wasn't right. 
 
    Hannah felt it as soon as she returned home. That is, after she "landed" not-so-gracefully in the dumpster just behind her house. 
 
    The last thing she remembered was sitting in the chair near her father, holding the locket in her hands, and then the flurry of time travel had consumed her. 
 
    Until—just her luck—she'd landed smack dab in a bed of banana peels, leftover beef stroganoff, and cat litter, the last one compliments of Marie's three "furry babies." It was as if her nose was caught between a landfill and a dirty diaper, and her hands and bottom had been thrust into a compost of warm and spongy entrails and feces. 
 
    Following a machine gun outburst of swear words, Hannah puked. And then, after making a mental note to practice visualizing where she would land next time instead of just leaving it up to chance, she clawed her way to the container's edge, threw one leg over the dumpster's side, and climbed out of the nasty thing. 
 
    Not a soul was around, which she was grateful for under the circumstances, but it nevertheless struck her, especially a little while later, as somewhat unusual. 
 
    Shortly after showering in the hottest water she could tolerate, things stopped even remotely resembling an ordinary day. 
 
    With a towel wrapped around her, Hannah grabbed her cell phone to text Boone, when she saw she had seventeen missed calls and just about as many messages. 
 
    All of them were from her mom. 
 
    Her heart leaped into her throat. What if her mom had realized she was gone? Had she thought that Hannah had run away? How would she explain herself? 
 
    Yet after listening to the messages, she realized that wasn't it at all. It was worse. Much worse. 
 
    Apparently, some sort of virus was sweeping across the nation. 
 
    And while Hannah was listening to the final voicemail, the phone rang in her ear. 
 
    "Hello?" 
 
    "Hannah?" Jackie sounded frazzled. 
 
    "Hi, Mom." 
 
    "Did you get any of my messages? See that I'd called?" 
 
    "Yeah, I just got them." 
 
    "Did you hear about the outbreak?" 
 
    "Yeah, I just heard. Are you okay?" 
 
    "Oh, yes, I'm fine, honey. You're feeling normal, right? 
 
    "Yeah… of course." 
 
    "I'm so glad. Have you heard about the virus?" 
 
    "Kind of. I mean, just what you said about it in your messages." 
 
    "It's massive, Hannah. And spreading all over. It hits hard and very fast. Lots of people are dying. And I'm afraid it is only the beginning." 
 
    "Wow," she frowned," it's really that bad?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "What should I do?" 
 
    "Nothing really. Just stay put. And I wanted to let you know it might be a while before I make it home—all flights are cancelled, even chartered ones. They don't want to make things worse. I'm trying to pull some connections to see if I can get back right away, but it may be a little while. I suppose you know school is cancelled until further notice…" 
 
    What? School was cancelled? She immediately thought of Alexander. "Gosh, is it really that serious?" 
 
    She found the remote and turned on the TV, putting it on mute. Every station was covering it. She tuned into Paul's station where he was broadcasting live from New York City. 
 
    "I'm afraid so, Hannah. Just since yesterday, somewhere near a quarter of a million people died. But don't worry. Just make sure you stay home, and don't be around anyone that's been in big cities. That seems to be where it's the most severe." 
 
    "I see Pauly is covering it," Hannah said snidely. 
 
    "Yes, Paul," she corrected, "is covering it. You can probably see him on the news." 
 
    "Yeah, I'm watching him right now." 
 
    "He's been awfully busy. We all have." 
 
    After promising her mother she'd be careful, and reassuring her that she would be fine without her—when wasn't she?—they said good-bye. 
 
    Instead of texting Boone, Hannah went ahead and called him. 
 
    But there was no answer. She called again and again—about a dozen more times with no success. She finally left him a voicemail and, over the course of the next little while, she sent him a handful of texts. Yet even after another hour or so, he still hadn't responded. 
 
    She tried the same thing with Alexander and ended up with the same results. 
 
    It was like everyone had suddenly disappeared from the planet. 
 
    She next thought of Eliza. They still hadn't spoken since the dance. 
 
    Eliza had tried to apologize, but Hannah hadn't given her the time of day. 
 
    Maybe she should forgive her and move on. Now that they were in the middle of an emergency, maybe the time for holding grudges had passed. 
 
    She quickly punched in Eliza's number. 
 
    It rang four times before Eliza answered. 
 
    "Hey, it's you. I thought you weren't talking to me." 
 
    "I changed my mind," Hannah said. 
 
    "Well, if you hadn't, I wouldn't blame you. It was stupid and mean of me to say those things. I'm really sorry. I hope you can please forgive me." 
 
    "Of course I will, Liza." She paused. "You didn't really mean what you said, did you?" 
 
    "Hannah… really, I was just being an idiot and, if you want the honest truth, probably all of us were a bit jealous of you." 
 
    "Jealous… of me? Why in the world would you be jealous?" 
 
    "You have everything going for you." 
 
    "Yeah, well that's easy for you to say. Lately, my life has been a disaster. I wouldn't wish it on my worst enemy." 
 
    "I know, Hannah. I see that now. I hope you can forgive me." 
 
    "I do," she paused. "Let's just forget about it." Hannah twirled a strand of hair around her finger. "Did you hear about this epidemic?" 
 
    "Yeah, it's a heck of a way to get out of school, huh?" Her voice was somber. 
 
    "My mom said it's pretty serious." 
 
    "I know. My dad has cancelled all of his church services until further notice. He's been so busy conducting funerals anyway I don't think he'd have time to prepare a sermon even if he wanted to. Did you know Mr. and Mrs. Green died?" 
 
    "Lukas's mom and dad?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "No way." Hannah was almost too stunned to even respond. 
 
    "I heard Lukas is also sick, but they think he might be okay." 
 
    "That's horrible." 
 
    "And Dr. Radcliff died. I guess he contracted it while he was treating others." 
 
    "What?" Hannah felt like she'd been stabbed in the stomach. "Oh my gosh. Eliza, what about Alexander? Do you know about him? Have you heard anything?" 
 
    "No, Hannah, I'm sorry. I haven't heard anything about him. But I'll call you or text you if I do hear anything." 
 
    Hannah was silent. 
 
    "Hey, are you still there?" 
 
    "Yeah, I think I'd better go, Liza." 
 
    "Okay, you be careful, and call me if you hear anything." 
 
    "I will," Hannah said numbly, letting the phone drop slowly from her ear. She hadn't even bothered to push end. 
 
    She sat glued to the television. Geez, this was really intense. Already, in the short time she'd been gone, a ton of people had died. Officials were racing to trace the origins of the virus, and trying to see if they could counter it with a vaccine but, so far, they'd had no success. Maybe the oddest thing about the bug, according to Paul, was it seemed to be targeting people in their prime. It wasn't really affecting children and the elderly who typically bore the brunt of such epidemics. He said officials were beginning to liken it to the Spanish Influenza of 1918-1919. 
 
    Things looked bad. Really bad. 
 
    Hannah considered Timing back to her dad and letting him in on what was happening. But after toying with the idea for a few minutes, she decided against it. Maybe he had his own ways of finding things out and already knew. Besides, she'd rather wait a few days, and then go and see him again. And it was probably best not to visit him so soon after just returning. It might be unsafe and could put them both at risk. 
 
    Finally depressed with all of the stories of sickness and death, Hannah moseyed on down to the kitchen to see what Marie was up to. 
 
    A note was taped onto the fridge. "Hannah—stew in the fridge. Rolls, butter on counter. Gone for evening. Love you -M." 
 
    She was all at once fidgety. And something made her not want to be alone. 
 
    Why was everyone suddenly unavailable? 
 
    She checked her phone. No calls, no messages. She once again dialed the numbers of Alexander and Boone. Nothing. 
 
    She contemplated practicing her Timing but then thought better of it considering the advice her mother had given her about staying put. 
 
    Then she thought of her puppy. That would make her feel better. 
 
    After a quick trip to the barn, she headed back upstairs with Stormy in her arms. 
 
    Once in her room, Hannah put a baby diaper on her. 
 
    She'd learned the hard way from Sadie. After running a poop scoop and pee mop-up operation for what had begun to feel like a fulltime job, Eliza's dad had suggested she try diapers. One of his parishioners happened to have a newborn baby and a puppy at the same time, and in a last-ditch effort before finding a new home for the pup, the overwhelmed couple had tried the diapers on the puppy. Much to their surprise, it had worked. Brilliantly, in fact. 
 
    It really was a riot to see Stormy waddle around in the diaper. Her docked tail fit perfectly inside of it and, although she did have a concerned look on her face, it didn't slow her down too much as she explored all around Hannah's bedroom. 
 
    The little pup had grown even since Hannah had last seen her. They played for a while on the floor, and she even got the pup started on learning how to fetch. The little dog was a miniature version of Sadie. Hannah loved her already. 
 
    Still though, she kind of felt like she needed to get out of the house. 
 
    Hannah's face crinkled up like a wavy potato chip. 
 
    And then the idea came to her. 
 
    Perfect, she thought, surfing her hand across the top of Sadie's head. 
 
    Something to satisfy her restlessness. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 37—ESCAPE 
 
    The road was snow-covered, and the evergreens on either side of it wore tiered layers of whipped cream. With the heater on full blast and Stormy beside her, Hannah floored her Bronco to reach the turnoff. 
 
    After working on the ranch one summer—the same summer she'd taken Driver's Ed—she earned enough money to buy the vehicle from her father. It had a few bumps and bruises, and some rust here and there, but Hannah didn't care. "It's already broken in for you," he'd said grinning, as he handed over the keys to her, "just like a good horse." 
 
    She smiled at the memory and sang along to her music—definitely not the Russian's stuff—all the way until she reached the Trail Creek turnoff. 
 
    She wanted time to clear her mind. Process everything. Think about the changes she'd experienced in the past little while. 
 
    She was good with directions and figured she had a good chance of finding it, even through the snow. And besides, the outing would give her an opportunity to introduce Stormy to some basic commands. 
 
    Not once did Hannah notice the motorcycle trailing her. 
 
    She parked her vehicle and sighed. It felt good to be out of the house and doing something active. She opened her palm and told the puppy to stay as she got out. Stormy obeyed, the whole time watching her owner's every move as she sat on her haunches in the passenger seat. Once Hannah's sunglasses were on and her backpack was secured, she leaned across the armrest and scooped the dog up into her arms. 
 
    She hiked briskly, ducking and weaving her way through the trees and brush, her moonboots skirting through some five or six inches of powdered snow, shallow enough to be manageable, yet deep enough to break a sweat. At one point, bright sunshine broke through the canopy of green above her, kissing everything with a warm, carefree glow which spoke of holiday cheer. 
 
    Just being outside and drinking in the fresh air invigorated her, each step forward bringing her closer to feeling as though she'd left every trouble behind. 
 
    This was exactly what she'd needed. 
 
    After some time had passed, she wrapped her coat around her waist and hooked a leash onto Stormy's collar. 
 
    "Time to work, girl," Hannah told her. 
 
    While they covered the remaining distance, Hannah started training the pup, teaching her various commands on the leash using animal crackers for rewards. The little dog worked hard and was eager to please, and by the end of their mini training session, Stormy was reminding her of Sadie even more. 
 
    Smart. Sassy. And full of life and energy. 
 
    Finally, Hannah heard the murmur of water. A spring of anticipation welled up within her… she couldn't wait to see it again. 
 
    "Enough for one day," she told Stormy, praising her as she unhooked the leash. 
 
    The dog immediately sensed her newfound freedom and dashed well ahead of her owner, wildly zigzagging this way and that like a caffeinated gnat. 
 
    Hannah laughed. 
 
    And then just as suddenly, the puppy sprinted back in Hannah's direction and skidded to a stop within a few yards of her and raised her tiny bottom in the air as a sail in the wind, while keeping her front quarters low to the ground. 
 
    "You're funny," Hannah said. 
 
    Stormy barked. 
 
    The puppy was clever and entertaining, not to mention completely adorable. 
 
    Stormy barked several more times and then bolted around Hannah in a wide circle, skimming her mouth along the snow before making tracks for the water just ahead. 
 
    She thought of Boone and how thoughtful it had been for him to give her the puppy, and right as she thought of him, a warm and tingly sensation spread all over her, almost like she'd submerged herself into a bath of warm water. 
 
    But she didn't really have time to process the feeling because only moments later, they reached the waterfall. She came to a complete standstill and soaked it all in. 
 
    If Driftwood Falls had been beautiful in the summer, it was majestic amidst the setting of winter. 
 
    Jack Frost had been busy, but his masterpiece was still a work in progress. 
 
    The ice was a smoky pearl color, and the water a shade of muted wintergreen. Some liquid poured over the top of the waterfall but the volume of water had dropped considerably since she'd seen it last, hampered by the freezing December temperatures and clogged by miniature icebergs clustered along the spillway's edges. Below the waterfall, on the shallow outskirts of the lower basin, a rim of glassy ice had formed into the rough shape of a "C," and behind it, on a rocky backdrop, shards of ice crystals dangled expectantly, stretched like taffy to fine-tipped points, frozen in salute to winter's arrival. 
 
    Summer's urgency had given way to winter's serenity. 
 
    The scene reminded Hannah of the Christmas hymn Silent Night. 
 
    Soon, the waterfall would be completely frozen. Colorado had yet to experience what most considered a big winter storm. It was only a matter of time before the deep freeze would hit. 
 
    Maybe she'd talk Boone into coming back here with her. They could snowshoe in—possibly after Christmas or the New Year. 
 
    Hannah drew in a deep breath and let it out. Being here was peaceful, tranquil… and it gave her time to think. When it all came down to it, that was really why she'd come. She needed to digest everything that had happened to her and attach some kind of meaning to it, and, if possible, give it purpose and direction. 
 
    She'd been on a roller coaster ride of emotions since her father's death. And now, she'd disembarked from that ride only to find herself on a runaway train. 
 
    Nothing was as she'd expected. And certainly nothing could have prepared her for everything her life now encompassed. 
 
    Just knowing she could see her dad again was nothing short of a miracle. 
 
    For her, Timing had breached the finality of death and opened up a whole new spectrum of possibilities. But there had to be more to it. She wondered how and when she would begin to use her new skills. Her dad had admitted to holding things back from her, and she was all at once curious about what exactly he'd withheld from her and what his purpose was for keeping her in the dark. It felt like she'd traveled to a brand new world but was being held prisoner in a tiny portion of it. Perhaps it would be up to her to discover the nuances of Timing. 
 
    She threw a tiny tennis ball for Stormy. The puppy dove head-first into the snow, came up with it clenched between her jaws, and then started a victory dance near Hannah, prancing about with her back perfectly straight and her head held high, strutting with the air of a Tennessee Walking Horse. 
 
    "You're a stinker," Hannah smiled. "Yes, you are. Come, Stormy. Bring it here." 
 
    The dog cocked her head to one side as if saying, "No way." She had no intention of sharing. She wanted to play with it. She tossed it and then reclaimed it from the snow. Stormy wanted to play Keep Away instead of Fetch. 
 
    Hannah's lips curled up at the corners. They'd have to work on that. 
 
    She finally threw down a tarp and a blanket, and lay down not far from the water's edge, using her backpack as a makeshift pillow. Her eyes rolled over the crisp patch of blue above her, a radiant, bottomless sapphire unique to this time of year. 
 
    She felt a lick on her neck, and she glanced sideways. Stormy was at her side. 
 
    "Well, hi there, girl," she said, gently cradling her into the alcove of her elbow. The puppy looked at her and circled twice around in the space, before nuzzling against Hannah's mitten and plopping down into the shape of a cinnamon roll. 
 
    "Sleep good, sweet little baby," Hannah soothed, raking her hand along the puppy's coat. "You don't have a worry in the world," she added quietly, almost envious of the creature's contented ease into slumber. 
 
    In spite of the peaceful surroundings, Hannah's efforts to completely relax were futile. 
 
    She had too much on her mind. 
 
    Thoughts swirled, memories surfaced and daydreams began. 
 
    Timing. It felt unreal. She could actually travel through time. 
 
    Hannah Bailey can time travel, she said, as if saying it out loud would make it more real. 
 
    A big part of her still couldn't believe it. The experience felt like it had been part of some dream or fantasy which she'd fabricated out of the farthest recesses of her imagination. 
 
    But deep down, she knew better. 
 
    Seeing her father and having him explain to her certain elements of Timing rooted it in a sort of realism which she couldn't easily dismiss. 
 
    Plus, she had the locket. 
 
    She unhooked it and looked at the picture inside. The woman was young—probably not much older than she was. But who was she? She hadn't gotten the chance to ask her dad. 
 
    Somehow, the woman felt familiar, as if Hannah had known her or seen her before. 
 
    There were so many other things she'd planned on asking him, things she'd wanted to know and wanted to understand, but time had run short. 
 
    She put the necklace back on and tucked the locket beneath her sweater next to her collarbone. Soon, she would see him again. She promised herself that much at the very least. 
 
    Hannah sat up. The puppy groaned at the movement, briefly lifting her eyelids before letting them fall back down. 
 
    For goodness sake, she could go to London right now if she wanted. Or Paris. She'd always wanted to travel. For some time now, she'd longed to be on her own so she could do all of the things she'd always dreamed of. Now, she wouldn't have to wait. 
 
    Maybe she should try it, she thought suddenly. Go somewhere, just for fun. 
 
    But her father had warned her not to Time on a whim. And besides, what would she do with Stormy? 
 
    She lay back down and interlaced her hands behind her head. That wouldn't be fair to her, poor thing. 
 
    For that matter, she could go to Russia and visit Alexander in Kiev after he went back home. She was sure he wouldn't mind. She wondered what his family was like and was curious to know if he had brothers, sisters, grandparents. 
 
    After all this time, she still knew very little about him. Except for the fact that she was crazily attracted to him. She suddenly found herself wanting to know more about him. Everything, really. He intrigued her like no one ever had. 
 
    The nagging voice surfaced in her head, as if it were Lazarus rising from the dead. Every so often it came back, and it was usually when she was least expecting it. She supposed it was just her conscience, her guardian angel protecting her from some sort of looming disaster. 
 
    You don't always get what you want. 
 
    Hannah knew that was true. The death of her father had proved that. But now, after everything she'd been through, what did she really want? 
 
    She wanted, with all of her heart, to have her father back. Now she did. 
 
    She wanted to escape her life in Durango. Now she could. 
 
    She wanted to keep the ranch. Maybe that, too, was now possible. Maybe she could talk to her dad and get some ideas on how to persuade her mother into changing her mind. Or… who knew? Maybe she would be powerful enough to stop her mom from selling it. 
 
    And then slowly creeping into her mind was the granddaddy of all predicaments facing her, the choice she'd largely avoided until now. 
 
    She'd steered clear from posing this question, in particular, to herself, mostly because she didn't ever seem to have the answer. 
 
    Eventually, though, she knew that she'd have to choose. She wanted Alexander. But then she also wanted Boone. How would she ever choose? 
 
    Maybe fate will choose for you, the voice said. 
 
    Both of them made her feel different. Alive. Vibrant. But in different ways. 
 
    Alexander Stastny was a Class Five Rapid on the Colorado River. Exciting, Fun, Dangerous. She loved the ride, every time. But would the excitement last? Did something like that wear off over time? 
 
    And then there was Boone Grassle… 
 
    From somewhere, she'd heard the saying that still waters ran deep. Now, she knew it described him better than anything. He continually surprised her and made her feel special, even cared about. But maybe he was only playing out the role of big brother. Sure, they'd kissed, and he'd brought her flowers—and he'd given her Stormy—but maybe it hadn't meant as much to him. It was possible that he treated all of the girls he came across the very same way. Make them feel special, but then never give them anything more. After all, he still wasn't married. 
 
    Who did she love more? 
 
    Could two different types of love ever really be compared? 
 
    How could she ever choose between two guys that made her feel two entirely different ways? 
 
    She really, truly, didn't know. 
 
    With a heavy sigh, she decided that she really didn't need to know the answer today. 
 
    Soon, perhaps, but not today. 
 
    * 
 
    She was easy to follow. 
 
    Humming. Heavy feet through snow. Any animal would hear her approach from at least a kilometer away, he thought disapprovingly. 
 
    He'd been trained in the art of moving silently, so he was always critical of novices who lacked his expertise. Of course, not everyone had experienced the life-and-death scenarios of battle, where one false move meant the difference between living and dying. 
 
    Sicarius had. 
 
    And it was something he never forgot. 
 
    He watched her from some distance, perplexed as to why she would go into the woods alone. Most females he'd been acquainted with shied away at the notion of even going to the bathroom by themselves, let alone walking through the forest without even a trail to guide them. 
 
    She's too brave for her own good, he thought. 
 
    Then, a beam of sunlight fell upon her, and she suddenly looked to him like a creature descended from heaven. 
 
    He swallowed the acid that had, without warning, made its way up from the cavern of his abdomen and, at the same time, he dismissed a slight ache which rippled across his chest, right above his heart. 
 
    With one deep breath, he cleared his mind and shifted into operational mode. 
 
    Long ago, he'd mastered the process of dominating his mental state, compartmentalizing his personal feelings into the outermost realms of his mind until they were nothing but trivialities—trivialities which he dismissed as weaknesses. 
 
    He cleared his throat and narrowed his gaze as he made his way back toward her vehicle. 
 
    Once there, he used a small hacksaw to slightly nick the brake line and attached a small piece of athletic tape to the cut. This way, he knew that the brake fluid would at first dribble out, and then, as the tape became saturated, it would flow more freely, eventually escalating into a full-fledged compromise of the vehicle's braking system. 
 
    Even though the bitch looked like she was from heaven, he was going to send her straight into the throes of hell. 
 
    * 
 
    On the drive home, Hannah was singing to Bing Crosby's version of The Twelve Days of Christmas. 
 
    By day nine though—about the time she faced the first sharp turn in the road—her voice suddenly cracked. 
 
    Something was off. 
 
    Her car wouldn't slow down. 
 
    Her brakes weren't responding. 
 
    Her throat went instantly dry. Her entire body stiffened. 
 
    Oh… My… God… was all she could mouth. 
 
    The voice came out of nowhere. 
 
    This is where you die. This is your end. 
 
    She pumped the brakes with her foot and tried slamming on them with her heel, but neither maneuver slowed down the vehicle. Out of sheer desperation, she pounded her fists on the steering wheel. Nothing was working. If anything, the Bronco was gaining speed into the turn. 
 
    Stormy sensed her growing panic and put her front paws on Hannah's leg. Seconds later, the corner fast approaching, her wet nose pressed against Hannah's elbow. 
 
    The turn was upon her. There was no way to avoid it. And it was sharp—even sharper than your average turn. 
 
    The vehicle flew past the flashing sign indicating a curve ahead. Hannah glanced at the speedometer. It read 52. 
 
    "No!" she whimpered, as if her protest could stop the inevitable. 
 
    She held tight to the steering wheel and took one final look at Stormy and told her she loved her. 
 
    "Please, dear God, help me," she pleaded. 
 
    And then everything jumbled together in a sequence of sensations that came in rapid fire succession, steadily accumulating in force and intensity until they melded into one culminating event. 
 
    And yet at the same time, everything felt as if it were taking place in slow motion, almost like everything was happening to someone else, far beyond the realm of her own experience. 
 
    Things were rolling, flying, tumbling. Screeching, tearing, breaking. Trees snapped, metal twisted, down became up, and up became down. 
 
    From somewhere, Hannah heard a soft whimper. Followed by moaning. 
 
    And then the sounds gave way to a silence more frightening than all of the noise preceding it. 
 
    The Bronco had scaled the guardrail and traveled down a steep embankment, rolling some half a dozen times, until finally coming to rest at a thirty-degree angle, up against two massive pine trees. 
 
    Smoke drifted out from under the hood. A steady stream of gasoline gurgled beneath the wreck, dribbling out and onto the ground like spring runoff. And except for the roof, nearly every part of the vehicle's shell was mashed in, crushed like an empty tin can. 
 
    Before she went unconscious, Hannah saw her dad. He was smiling, and his arms were extended out toward her as they had been when she'd Timed to him. She rushed into his embrace and immediately felt his comfort, warmth and security wrapped all around her. 
 
    And as Hannah drifted into the space and time of nothingness, every thought abandoned her, and every worry of her world was left far, far behind. 
 
    * 
 
    Olga had seen the accident in one of her visions—forecasts of the future that came to her frequently. 
 
    Other Timers she knew had been envious of her ability to see into the future and had told her it was a special gift. But Olga wasn't so sure. To her, the visions were often annoying, and sometimes even frightening, and they usually came to her at odd times. 
 
    Like the time when she was blowing out the candles on her twenty-first birthday and she saw the coming death of her brother. He'd died exactly twenty-one days later. 
 
    More recently, there was the time when she'd been at the symphony, and she'd seen the declaration of martial law in the United States, instituted in the aftermath of a terrible and deadly virus wreaking havoc across the states. 
 
    She hadn't known exactly how to respond after that particular vision, but she had followed Hannah Bailey much closer since then. 
 
    That was only a few weeks ago. 
 
    More often than not, the visions revealed things about the future which she would rather not have known. 
 
    With this particular vision though, it was different. This time, she'd been incredibly grateful to know what was coming. 
 
    Ever since Hannah was a baby, she'd felt the need to protect her. 
 
    So when Olga had closed her eyes and seen the impending car wreck, she'd Timed to Durango faster than ever before. 
 
    But she was too late. 
 
    Olga saw the whole accident unfold right in front of her, and there was absolutely nothing she could to do stop it. 
 
    All she could do now was try to save Hannah. 
 
    She wasn't as nimble as she used to be. She used her hands as much as her feet to navigate down to the wreckage. The going was steep, and the terrain was rugged. Although the vehicle had swathed a visible path down to its resting place, along the way it had created almost as many hurdles as it had destroyed. 
 
    It took her several minutes to reach the scene. 
 
    The accident appeared to be serious. From where she was standing, it reeked of gasoline. She hunched down and noticed fuel dribbling out from the vehicle's undercarriage. The fuel line was compromised, and she knew that an explosion was a strong possibility. All it needed was a single spark. 
 
    Time was working against her. 
 
    Blood covered Hannah's face and body. 
 
    After finding a pulse, Olga worked to free her. She released the seatbelt, worked her arms beneath the girl's body and pulled. 
 
    For a sliver of a second, Hannah opened her eyes. She met Olga's gaze, almost in a silent gesture of thanks, and then her eyes rolled into the back of her head. 
 
    Olga's teeth clenched together as she pulled even harder this time, but Hannah's body wouldn't budge. 
 
    She soon discovered the problem. Hannah's left leg was caught between the clutch and the smashed-in door. And it was now trapping her. With all of her might, Olga punched, scratched and clawed to free the leg. She even found a small rock and pounded it against the crushed metal, but still nothing moved. 
 
    Blood began to seep out of Olga's knuckles. She used her sleeve to wipe away the perspiration on her forehead, and she rested her hands on her hips. 
 
    Damn it, there's got to be something, she mumbled to herself, her eyes once again scanning over the wreckage. 
 
    She needed to look around. Gliding one hand along the vehicle's frame to steady herself against the pitch of the ground, she moved around the perimeter of the wreck in search of some sort of tool that would help to free the leg. 
 
    She was nearly back to where she had started when she caught sight of some kind of tool partially dislodged from a bag near the bench seat. It looked to be some kind of steel bar. It was probably the tool used to work the car jack. Well, it was worth a shot. Olga got up onto her tippy toes and reached through the broken rear window, barely able to reach it with her fingertips. 
 
    This better work, she thought to herself. 
 
    Finally, after several minutes of what felt like wrestling—using every last ounce of her body weight as leverage in conjunction with the bar—she opened up just enough space to wiggle the leg loose. 
 
    When at last she pulled Hannah's body out of the wreckage, the relief she felt was immense. 
 
    But she was still a long ways from crossing the finish line. 
 
    She still had to get up the side of the mountain. 
 
    Olga did her best to climb up the hill as gently, yet as speedily as possible. But with a limp body in her arms, it was no easy task. Numerous times she had to stop and catch her breath en route to the road above her. 
 
    Once at the top, Olga's legs and lungs felt like fire. She did her best to control her panting as she situated Hannah on the wide shoulder of the road. She covered Hannah with her cloak and kneeled down beside her just as the vehicle below them exploded. 
 
    She stood up. Flames soared into the air. Pieces of rubber and metal sizzled as they came into contact with the snow. Even from where she stood, Olga could feel the heat. 
 
    She removed the prepaid cell phone from her pocket and hesitated for only a moment before dialing 911. 
 
    Help was at the scene within minutes. 
 
    From a safe distance, using the cover of the woods, Olga watched the paramedics load Hannah onto the stretcher. 
 
    Her black, woolen cloak was still draped across the girl's body. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 38—HOSPITAL 
 
    Hannah's nose itched. 
 
    She tried to bring her arm to her face, but she couldn't. It was tied down by something. Her eyelids felt as if they were glued shut, and her mouth seemed as if it were filled with cotton. She wanted to move, wanted to speak, but no matter how hard she tried, her body wouldn't cooperate. Her mind was willing her body to respond but, for some reason, nothing did. 
 
    Hannah wondered what was wrong. She couldn't understand why she was having difficulty moving. But as soon as the thought entered her mind, a deep fog of heaviness settled over her, and she realized that she didn't really even have the energy to figure it out. 
 
    Her mind rejoined her body in a union of sleep. 
 
    On the following day, Hannah opened her eyes. She blinked slowly at first, and then faster, until the world around her gradually came into focus. 
 
    White was everywhere, made even more pronounced by the light streaming in from two windows. Everything was so bright she could hardly stand it. 
 
    She smelled bleach and rubbing alcohol in spite of—or maybe because of—some device in her nostrils. Whatever it was made the insides of her nose feel as if she were coming down with a cold. 
 
    From somewhere behind her, some machine was a metronome of high-pitched beeping. 
 
    Low voices caught her attention. Hannah turned her gaze toward them, and just the effort alone was all at once exhausting. Sleep was beckoning to her, wanted her back. And although she was tempted to slip back into slumber, she fought against it. She was suddenly more curious about her surroundings. She fluttered her eyes again, this time with more force, and then managed with a substantial degree of effort to keep them open. But only for a few seconds. It drained her, and she suddenly needed to rest again. 
 
    But a familiar voice and gentle touch reached out to her. 
 
    "Sweetheart, you're finally awake." Someone was at her side and had taken hold of her hand. "Paul," the voice went on, "she opened her eyes. I swear she did." 
 
    "Give her time, Jackie. Don't push it." 
 
    "But I saw it," the woman said, disappointment coloring her tone. 
 
    Of course, Hannah remembered. It was her mom, Jackie. The Senator. But why was she here? And where was here? 
 
    The voices gradually vanished, and the room went quiet. 
 
    And then all at once, with a sudden surge of energy and determination which had, until now, been elusive, Hannah willed herself fully awake. 
 
    Using every bit of force she could muster, she crossed into consciousness. 
 
    She yawned and swung her head toward the origin of the noises some minutes before. 
 
    Then, it hit her. 
 
    The accident. 
 
    Instantly, she formed words. 
 
    "Mom… Mom… is that you?" 
 
    Within seconds, Jackie was at her daughter's side. 
 
    "Hannah, oh sweetie, I'm so glad you're finally awake. We kept waiting, wondering when you'd come around." Her mom had grabbed her hand and was holding it against her chest. Tubes snaked every which way around her body, and machines were whirling and buzzing behind her, a fleet of miniature spacecrafts ready for takeoff. At least her arms were now relatively mobile. 
 
    "I'm thirsty." 
 
    "Of course, darling." Jackie guided the straw into Hannah's mouth. "Here you go." 
 
    The water tasted good. 
 
    "Can I sit up?" 
 
    "I don't see why not. Paul, can you help me here?" He'd been a shadow hiding in the background, but was quickly at Hannah's bedside. 
 
    "Glad to see you, Hannah," he said. "You want it up?" 
 
    "Thanks. Yes, please, just a little," she said lightly. 
 
    Paul elevated her bed and, as he did, Hannah caught a glimpse of herself in a mirror. Holy cow, she looked as if she'd taken a tumble in her mom's clothes dryer. Splotches of blue and purple dotted her face and arms. She pulled back her covers. The rest of her hadn't fared much better. Her arms were full of bruises and scratches, and a cast covered her lower left leg. 
 
    She was a mess. 
 
    Jackie noticed her taking inventory. "You were pretty roughed up. But we were just so glad they got to you… in time. Do you remember anything? Anything at all?" 
 
    Hannah wavered for just a fraction of a second before shaking her head. 
 
    Some instinct had told her, had instantly penetrated her medicated senses, to keep it to herself. 
 
    The voice answered for her. There's nothing to tell, it whispered. No one needs to know. 
 
    Yes, she remembered pretty much everything about the accident, but she wasn't going to share it. Not yet, anyway. Something wasn't right. And she had every intention of getting to the bottom of it. 
 
    Someone had tried to hurt her. Her brakes hadn't worked. 
 
    That was no accident. 
 
    Her father's advice still rang clearly in her head. Don't trust anyone. Now that you have your powers, they will target you. 
 
    She hadn't imagined it would be this serious. Or this soon. She'd stared death in the face and won. This time. But next time, she might not be so fortunate. 
 
    All of the sudden, Hannah clutched the rails of her bed as she remembered. Tension gripped her spine, and she could barely mouth her name, was hardly able to stand the possibility of what might have happened to her. "Stormy?" she said desperately. "What happened to Stormy?" 
 
    Jackie flipped her wrist in the air. "Hah, don't worry about her. She came through a lot better than you did. She's fine, Hannah, absolutely fine," her mother said reassuringly. "At home, curled up on her bed, no doubt. The police found her next to you on the side of the road." She gave Hannah a puzzled look. "How in the world did you manage to get yourself up that steep incline?" 
 
    Hannah stared blankly back at her mother—still digesting the news about Stormy—and finally exhaled. She closed her eyes, the tension instantly melting away. She'd never been so relieved in her life. She was just thankful Stormy was okay. 
 
    Jackie interpreted Hannah's response as trauma from the experience and exhaustion starting to set in. She took it upon herself to fill in the gap of silence. She got nervous when things were too quiet. 
 
    "Well, it's a wonder we were even able to get home to you. Paul made it happen, you know. Almost every form of transportation has been shut down, but Paul—" she drew out his name and flashed him an affectionate look, "—was able to secure a private jet so we could get back to you. When I heard of your accident, Hannah, I just couldn't get here fast enough." Jackie had a plane at her disposal, it was just that Hagan had advised her not to use it at the moment. He'd thought it best for her to remain in the background and do as little as possible to draw attention to herself. 
 
    "What's going on with everything, anyway? With the disease and all…" Hannah inquired. 
 
    The politician took over. "Well… it's not good. It has spread to all fifty states… and Mexico and Canada. People are dying, lots of them." She shared a glance with Paul. "More than we care to admit, I'm afraid." 
 
    "Mom, what's going to happen?" 
 
    Jackie stood and made her way over to the window, gazing outside as if searching for an answer. She turned back toward Hannah with one hand still situated on the window sill. "Who knows? Most cities are in lock down. Martial law is in effect—President Dobbs didn't have a choice. See these badges?" She lifted a plastic card hanging on a lanyard on the front of her shirt. "We have to wear them… everywhere. At the moment, it's the only thing giving us freedom to maneuver." She managed a smile as she sat down with a heavy sigh. "But don't you worry, dear, I just want you to focus on getting better. 
 
    "And Hannah," she scooted her chair even closer to the bed and lowered her voice, "since you came into the hospital at this time of a national emergency, you were given an anecdote which should prevent you from getting it. So, you needn't worry about being infected. But, you're not to tell this to anyone—there are many others not so fortunate." 
 
    Hannah nodded. 
 
    "So," she resumed her regular pitch, "you just rest and get better so you can get home for Christmas." She pointed behind her daughter. "Speaking of Christmas… did you see all of those? They're all for you." 
 
    Hannah shifted in her bed and looked over her shoulder. "Those are all mine?" It looked like a miniature flower shop right there in her room. 
 
    "Sure. They're from all of your well-wishers." 
 
    "Mom, they're beautiful." 
 
    "Aren't they? The gal at the gift shop downstairs said you were the last person they allowed to receive flowers. Do you see the little tree in the back? Paul brought that for you. Your very own Christmas tree." 
 
    Hannah smiled. "It's so cute. I love it. Thanks a lot, Paul." 
 
    "You're welcome," he said. "I'm glad you like it. We had to pull a few strings to get it." 
 
    "What's with the presents?" Hannah asked. On the floor below the table sat two boxes in holiday wrapping paper. 
 
    Jackie and Paul shared a smile across the room. 
 
    "Tell her," Jackie said. 
 
    "Well, I just—we just—" he looked back at Jackie, "thought that after everything that's happened, you might need some cheering up. So, we brought you an early Christmas present." 
 
    "Are you serious?" 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    "You'll have to open it." 
 
    "Right now?" 
 
    "Absolutely. Why not?" He laughed. 
 
    "Are you sure it's okay, Mom?" 
 
    "Well, it's not like you ever refused to open an early gift before." She told Paul, "That girl would sometimes even sneak into my closet and try and find out what her gifts were before I even got a chance to wrap them." 
 
    "Mmm… a true detective," he said. 
 
    "Actually, more like a little snoop," Hannah admitted. "But it was fun." 
 
    Paul set the presents on her lap. "Well, go ahead Snoopy." 
 
    Hannah grinned as she tore into the paper. 
 
    She squealed when she saw the fancy camera. And then she squealed even louder when she opened the second box which had all of the different lenses and attachments. 
 
    "Paul, I've wanted something like this for a long time. How did you know?" 
 
    "I have to admit," he said, "I had an informant. Let's say a trusted source." 
 
    They all laughed. 
 
    "But it's too much—" Hannah's gaze met his. 
 
    "Nah, I've got connections to someone who knew just the perfect one for you to learn on. It was nothing. I'm just glad you like it. Maybe you can use it at Christmas." 
 
    "I've always dreamed of being a photographer. This stuff is the best… and all of the lenses, too… I don't even know how to begin to thank you." 
 
    "No need. I'm just glad you're okay and that you liked it." 
 
    "Paul, thank you so much." 
 
    He threw her a wave. "You bet. Anytime." 
 
    Hannah yawned. Loud. And plastered a vacant expression across her face. 
 
    She needed some time. Alone. 
 
    "Well, I think it's time for me to go," Paul said. "I've got to get some work done today." 
 
    "Yep. I'm thinking it's nap time for someone I know," her mother said. "I'll walk with you out to the car, Paul." 
 
    "Thanks a lot for the tree, and the presents…" Hannah said. "And for coming." 
 
    "Absolutely. I'll see ya later," he said, putting his coat on. "Jackie, I'll wait for you outside." 
 
    "I'll be right there," she nodded as he disappeared behind the door. 
 
    "Hannah, I'm going to grab a bite to eat. Call the nurses if you need anything… if I'm not back before you wake up. Here's the button." Jackie handed her a remote attached to the side of the bed by a cord. 
 
    "I'll be fine, Mom. Thanks." 
 
    Jackie patted her arm. "See you a little later," she said in a whisper. 
 
    "Bye," Hannah said sleepily. 
 
    Before she closed the door behind her, Hannah was fast asleep. 
 
    At least that's what her mom thought. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 39—FLOWERS 
 
    Hairs on the back of Hannah's neck had stood up when she'd seen the line of flowers. 
 
    She'd done her best to stay calm and cool. She hadn't wanted to alert her mother and Paul. Inconspicuously, though, she'd skimmed her fingers across her chest, just below her collarbone, to see if it was still there. 
 
    Nothing. Bare. Empty. 
 
    The locket was gone. For some reason, she'd thought of it and Stormy at the same time. Sweat had gathered in her palms, and her heart had started an acrobatics routine. She'd closed her eyes to gather her composure, but she had been screaming inside. Knowing Stormy was okay had helped a bit, but without her locket she wouldn't be able to see her father again. 
 
    Not having it would be like experiencing his death for a second time. 
 
    Her mind had started racing. It had to be somewhere. It just had to be. Something like that didn't just disappear… did it? Maybe it was still someplace on the ground near the wreck, partially burned but still intact. Or maybe it had been taken off of her body when she was in the emergency room. 
 
    She'd done her best to conceal her growing anxiety from her mom and Paul. 
 
    Then, she'd seen the Edelweiss flower. It had startled her. But it had also given her a ray of hope. 
 
    She'd known right then and there that what she needed most was some time alone. 
 
    And now that she was by herself, she raised her bed to ninety degrees, grabbed the remote with the call buttons on it, and pressed the one with the mini outline of a nurse. 
 
    A thirty-something lady in blue scrubs floated into the room, her eyes alert like a deer in the prime of hunting season. 
 
    Hannah put on a sweet expression. 
 
    "I wondered if you might move a couple of those flowers for me." 
 
    "Sure," the eyes went at ease, "no problem." 
 
    At her direction, the nurse moved three of the floral arrangements to the hospital bed table right beside Hannah. 
 
    "Is there anything else I can do for you?" Bambi asked. 
 
    "No. Thanks, though." Hannah mustered a smile. 
 
    "I'm glad you're feeling better," she said cheerfully, looking over her shoulder as she pumped hand sanitizer from a dispenser by the door. "If you need anything else, don't hesitate to call." 
 
    "I won't. Thanks." 
 
    When the door latched shut, Hannah pulled the table directly in front of her and turned her attention to the three gifts. She canvassed them carefully and placed them in order of interest from left to right. Her heart beat steadily faster as she began to examine them. 
 
    To her left were red roses in a clear vase filled with water to within an inch of the rim. She guessed they were from Boone even before she opened the card. 
 
    He would come to see her, he wrote, when he returned from Denver. 
 
    Hannah removed her oxygen nubs and inhaled their sweetness. They instantly reminded her of home and her mother's rosebushes. Jackie had nearly thirty different kind of roses planted around the perimeter of their house, and at the height of summer when most of them were in full bloom, a succulent aroma of peaches and cream hovered around their yard. It was a concoction so appealing and intoxicating that Hannah swore you could taste them in the air. 
 
    As the scent now flowed into her airways, the tightness in Hannah's shoulders began to loosen. Her fingers brushed against the silky petals. She removed one from the vase and rubbed its softness against her cheek. And then she thought of him. 
 
    Boone made her warm inside. He was predictable, consistent, thoughtful. 
 
    In a way, he was everything Alexander wasn't. 
 
    She dismissed that thought and focused back on the bouquet. 
 
    The red roses, she decided, were exactly like Boone Grassle. 
 
    Exquisite. Timeless. And Naturally Alluring… to the point their power—his power—was completely deceiving. 
 
    She soaked in their loveliness for a minute or two more before she moved on. 
 
    The next arrangement was so ostentatious that Hannah shook her head at the same time as a smirk formed on her lips. 
 
    So, Alexander hadn't forgotten about her. 
 
    The bouquet screamed elegance, wealth and, to a certain degree, arrogance. He wasn't one who took lightly to being outdone. Ever since the Homecoming game, when Boone had pulled out the red roses right in front of him, she'd known it was only a matter of time before he attempted another upstage. 
 
    Not surprisingly, he'd managed to outdo Boone on the night of the Homecoming dance with the corsage and the beautiful flowers. 
 
    And now, naturally, he'd done it again. 
 
    The couple of dozen creamy white roses were magnificently set inside an opaque vase the shape of a globe and the size of a hefty jack-o'-lantern. 
 
    They were white roses—her favorite. 
 
    Ever since Hannah was little, she'd favored white roses over any other flower. 
 
    But funny, she was certain that she'd never told him her preference of white over red—or over any colored rose, for that matter. 
 
    Excitement ballooned inside of her, that same familiar bubble of exhilaration she always got when she saw him. 
 
    She opened the envelope with her name on it. Inside, the note was penned in elegant calligraphy as if handwritten by Shakespeare. Never had she seen a guy write like this. 
 
    Dear Hannah- 
 
    Here is hoping this letter finds you safe. And well. It troubled me to hear of your accident, but I am glad to hear you are on the mend. 
 
    I'm afraid the epidemic has briefly separated us. 
 
    I am now mourning the death of Dr. Radcliff, and I am hoping that this terrible virus ends as quickly as it began. 
 
    I desperately need to talk with you. In person. There are matters to settle between us, things that need to be discussed. 
 
    I can no longer go on without telling you the truth. 
 
    Please meet me at Mountain View Church next Thursday. You'll need an official pass to get into town. With your mother's help, I would imagine this to be possible. 
 
    For reasons I cannot go into detail about, I ask you not to speak of this letter, or this meeting, to anyone. 
 
    And also know that if, for whatever reason, you decide not to come, I will understand. 
 
    The times I have spent with you have been some of the best of my life—times I will never forget. No matter what happens, I hope you always know that I will cherish all of our memories together. 
 
    Destroy this letter immediately after you read it. And remember—tell no one of our plans to meet. 
 
    Yours, 
 
    Alexander Stastny 
 
    PS-I hope you enjoyed the flowers 
 
      
 
    Hannah read it, over over again, each time her mind spinning with a mixture of different emotions. 
 
    Alexander was a riddle that was difficult, if not impossible, to solve. He always managed to bring out the extremes in her. One minute, she'd be filled with elation, and the next she'd be wracking her brain in despair. This time though, he filled her with uncertainty. And anger. And distrust. But most of all confusion. And irritation. 
 
    She threw the message on her blanket and fought against the sudden urge to flush it down the toilet. If she had been able to make it to the bathroom without any help, she probably would have gotten rid of the stupid note right then and there. 
 
    Who was this guy? 
 
    What in the world was he talking about? 
 
    And what in the hell was he trying to do to her? 
 
    Hmm… the letter said to meet right around Christmas… that was in a couple of weeks. 
 
    She scrunched together her mouth and eyes. She inhaled and exhaled. Enough, she thought. She stuffed the enigma back into its envelope and saved the task of interpreting it for another day. 
 
    And although she would never have admitted it, she was too intrigued to destroy it immediately. She'd need to read it again to try and figure out just exactly what he was saying. She would do it tomorrow, when she was fresher. 
 
    Was there a hidden message between the lines? Or was he really saying—as she half-feared—that he was going to break it off between them? 
 
    Maybe he didn't really care for her… maybe he was ready to move on. 
 
    Her blood started boiling. She pushed the table away from her and then gave the gaudy arrangement an equally hard shove. The vase shattered on the floor. Glass splintered everywhere, water pooled at the side of her bed, and the roses lay lifeless amidst all of the debris, in a tangled, mangled heap. 
 
    Except for one. 
 
    A single, cream-colored rose had catapulted away from all of the others, several inches away from the soppy mess. It laid by itself on the white floor. 
 
    Hannah suddenly shivered. 
 
    It reminded her of the solitary rose she'd placed on top of her father's coffin. 
 
    Well, she'd had just about enough of Alexander's cryptic toying with her. 
 
    She would just ignore his stupid message. Pretend she didn't care. 
 
    Who did he think he was anyway? He wasn't in charge, and he certainly didn't make all of the calls when it came to their relationship. 
 
    He'd be damn lucky if she decided to show up for their "meeting." 
 
    And he'd be even luckier if she didn't break it off with him first. 
 
    She wasn't about to let some conceited foreigner yank her around like a spineless puppet. 
 
    * 
 
    The nurse had come running. 
 
    Hannah had apologized profusely about the "accident." And after about five minutes, the hospital staff had cleaned up the mess, and in roughly the same amount of time Hannah's temper had cooled significantly. 
 
    When she was alone again, she grabbed the final gift in front of her. 
 
    She'd purposefully saved it for last. 
 
    The arrangement was completely different than the others. 
 
    Three white flowers stretched out like small hands from pencil-like greenery similar to that of a tulip. In the center of each bloom were tiny, yellow bulbs which looked like minuscule Lemonheads. Several fingers extended out from each flower's bosom, each covered in a furry, fuzzy texture that instantly reminded her of felt. 
 
    She recognized it immediately: Edelweiss. 
 
    Until now though, she'd never seen one alive. 
 
    She'd researched all about it online. It was an Alpine flower commonly associated with Germany and Austria. According to legend, in days of old, men climbed some of the highest mountain peaks to get them, often risking their lives for the bragging rights of having plucked one from a sheer face of a cliff or from the ledge of a steep and rocky crevice. She'd read that during the world wars, troops had worn it on their lapel for good luck. The flower symbolized purity, nobility, and perseverance. 
 
    Hannah thought its beauty was in its simplicity. 
 
    Perhaps that's why she was drawn to it. 
 
    There was no card attached to the flower, only a small, leather satchel tied around the terracotta pot serving as its container. She loosened its drawstrings and dumped out the contents onto her blanket. 
 
    Hannah nearly jumped out of her bed when she saw it. 
 
    It was her locket. 
 
    She clutched it to her heart and then kissed it as tears spilled down her face. Never had she been so relieved in her life. The tightness which had grabbed hold of her when she'd realized she was without it instantly lifted. It was her one precious link to her father, her permanent pathway to seeing him forevermore. Hannah vowed to always keep it close to her, and from this point onward, she would never let it be separated from her body again. 
 
    Someone had gotten it from the wreckage… or retrieved it while she was being rescued. She'd been absolutely terrified with the realization that she might never see it again. She inspected it for burn marks or scratching, but there were none. 
 
    It was still immaculate, like the day she'd found it in her father's coat pocket. 
 
    She opened it. 
 
    A note, folded repeatedly into a tiny square, was stuffed inside. 
 
    It looked like one of those "Top Secret" notes Hannah had sent to boys when she was in grade school, the kind delivered via the delegate-friend which contained a most serious memo written in pencil that read something like: Do you like me? Circle Yes or No. 
 
    Hannah pulled a pillow out from behind her and situated the locket on top of it, extracting the tiny note with her fingernail. 
 
    Her hands trembled as she unfolded it. 
 
    I knew you would want this, to keep her close to you. She holds the secret to your past. 
 
    There was no greeting. No explanation. No signature. 
 
    Surely "her" was the woman in the picture. Who else could it mean? But who was she? 
 
    And who had sent the Edelweiss in the first place? And written the message? 
 
    The last sentence was especially confusing to Hannah. What about her past? What secret? She had no inkling about what the person could be referencing. 
 
    Hannah sighed and set the note on top of the table. She let her chin fall to her chest and folded her hands in front of her mouth. 
 
    First, there was Alexander's strange message and now this one. They were both mysterious and supposedly about secrets… one about his and the other about hers. 
 
    Obviously, there was something she was missing, something she hadn't quite patched together. 
 
    But what was it? 
 
    She hooked the necklace around her neck and closed her eyes, replaying the events on the day of the accident over and over again in her mind. 
 
    She'd been concentrating hard for a couple of minutes when her eyes suddenly opened. 
 
    Boone's roses. That was it. 
 
    Red. 
 
    She hadn't remembered it until now. The flash of red hair… the woman who'd helped her. 
 
    Was she possibly the one who'd sent the flowers and the message? 
 
    Whoever it was wanted to make it clear that they knew things about her even she didn't know about herself. 
 
    If she hadn't known better—that is, if she hadn't yet discovered her own Timing abilities—she would have thought that this lady was some fortune teller from the local circus. 
 
    But Hannah's reality no longer existed between neat and tidy lines. 
 
    She'd ventured into a world beyond worlds, an existence beyond imagination, where the extraordinary was not only possible, but probable. 
 
    The red-haired lady appeared to be the key to solving at least part of the mystery. Now, the only challenge was finding her and discovering what exactly she knew about the woman in the locket. And for some reason, Hannah couldn't dismiss the feeling that time was running out. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 40—DECISION 
 
    Jackie sat in a high-backed hospital chair focused on a crossword puzzle, her bright red fingernails wrapped around a pen more expensive than most people's daily wages. With her legs crossed and her airborne foot bobbing, she was purring some tune which Hannah didn't recognize. 
 
    Hannah had waited for just the right time to confront her mother, and her gut told her the time was now. 
 
    And so she dropped the line super casually, as if commenting about the weather forecast. 
 
    "So Mom, what's this I hear about you selling the ranch?" 
 
    Jackie's foot froze in mid-air, but she didn't immediately look up from her crossword. Slowly, almost painstakingly so, she removed her reading glasses and brought her gaze up level with her daughter's. 
 
    "Yes, if you want to know," she said unashamedly, "I am thinking of selling the ranch." She'd just returned from a meeting and still had on her pink power suit. Hannah thought she looked like a bottle of Pepto-Bismol. 
 
    "You're kidding, right?" 
 
    Jackie set her glasses on her lap. "No, I'm not kidding." She paused as if collecting her thoughts. "Sweetheart, it's just—" 
 
    "Don't call me sweetheart," Hannah shot back. 
 
    "I knew you would try and make this difficult on me, Hannah." 
 
    "Difficult on you, Mom? Difficult on you? I cannot believe you're really saying that. You know how much I love the ranch. And how much Dad loves the ranch. I cannot even begin to comprehend the fact that you would ever even think of selling it. It's a part of me." Spit flew into the air between them. "I thought it was a part of us." 
 
    "Of course it is, Hannah. And it always will be. But it's just a place and, to be quite honest, I really don't know what to do with it anymore. Now that your father isn't here to run it, it really has become more of a burden than anything." 
 
    "Let Stony run it." 
 
    "Yes, but Stony won't be around forever." 
 
    "Well, then, when that day comes, decide from there." 
 
    Her mother looked out the window. "You don't understand, Hannah." 
 
    "What exactly don't I understand, Mom? What are you not telling me?" 
 
    Jackie looked back at her. She'd known this was going to be problematic for Hannah. But she also knew that it wasn't anything time and distance wouldn't remedy. "I have decided to move to Washington." 
 
    "You've decided WHAT?" 
 
    "You heard me." 
 
    "And when were you going to involve me in this decision making process, Mother? I mean, I am eighteen now. That has to count for something." 
 
    Jackie stood up. "You're not in charge, young lady. You can make the decisions for yourself when you leave this household and start paying your own bills, but until then, you are under my jurisdiction." 
 
    "I am not one of your stupid constituents, Mother." 
 
    Jackie clenched her jaw. "Don't use that tone with me, Hannah. You are not the center of the universe. I have my career to think about, and I love it in DC. For me, it is home. There is nothing left for me here." She then proceeded to go through the so-called plan, with a glint of excitement in her eye that Hannah didn't share. "I've thought about everything. We'll buy an apartment in Denver for when I'm campaigning—so I can be in the city—and then we'll buy a home, a real home in DC." 
 
    "Mom, I just want to be clear about this." Hannah closed her eyes and shook her head as if permanently doing away with her mother's ideas. Her face had turned red and small veins had appeared at her temples. "I am NOT going anywhere, and I am not going to let you sell the ranch. This is my home, and I always want to have it. It's my last piece of Dad. Besides," she folded her arms across her chest, "you know he would absolutely flip out if he ever thought we would sell it. That must count for something." 
 
    "I've already thought about every angle." Jackie moved to leave. "The decision is made, Hannah." She stopped at the doorway and looked back at her daughter. "You're just going to have to accept it." 
 
    Hannah put on her headphones and turned the music up loud, leaning her head back against her pillows. She closed her eyes and let the song take her away. 
 
    But instead of the music soothing her, it ratcheted up her nerves like nails on a chalkboard. 
 
    She all at once felt even more uneasy, even more uncertain about the future. If her mom really did sell the ranch, where would she go when she came home from college? Durango was the only home she'd ever known. And now there was a very real possibility it wouldn't be there for her in the future. 
 
    Agitation crept in. She felt like a prisoner. 
 
    When was she gonna get out of this place? It had been only a couple of days, but already the whitewashed walls were creeping in on her from all sides. 
 
    She was anxious to see her father again—and Boone. 
 
    Thinking of Boone though, only caused her to think of Alexander. 
 
    That was another crazy situation facing her. She still wasn't sure what to do. And Alexander's weird note to her might as well have been written in Egyptian hieroglyphics. 
 
    Who knew what was going on with him? 
 
    And with her. 
 
    He was hot, cold, all over the place—and now suddenly, so was she. 
 
    At the moment when her life had just seemed to be regaining traction, Hannah all at once sensed that she was once again losing her foothold. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 41—OLGA 
 
    Hannah felt as if she were floating. 
 
    Dense fog circled in the air around her, creating misty layers of haze clouding everything in sight. 
 
    She strained to look through it, but no matter how hard she tried, she couldn't see past the wall of gray. 
 
    From out of nowhere, the outline of a human figure became visible. 
 
    It was like one of those magic shows where a shadow appeared on the stage, unidentifiable in the smoke of a fog machine, and simply stood there… waiting… building the suspense. And then finally, when the audience could hardly stand it much longer, they stepped out from the cloud of vapors and into the limelight to the thunderous applause of the crowd. 
 
    And now, right in front of Hannah, the very same thing was happening, as the person gradually took shape, turning slowly into a three-dimensional figure that began to walk toward her. 
 
    Hannah's pupils widened as she saw the woman's hair. 
 
    It was the color of red velvet cake. 
 
    Hannah spoke first, her voice echoing across the space as if she were in a cave. 
 
    "You're the one who saved me." 
 
    "Yes," the woman said evenly, "I am." 
 
    "And that day—in the parking lot… at the grocery store." 
 
    The woman curtsied a nod, gracefully, like a ballerina. 
 
    "Who are you?" 
 
    "I am Olga von Bach. A friend," she paused, "and you could, I suppose, call me—in a roundabout way—your guardian angel." Her eyes left Hannah's for only a split second. "I see you got your necklace." 
 
    Hannah fingered the locket on her sternum. 
 
    "Yes, thank you." 
 
    "It's not the first time I've saved you, Hannah." 
 
    "How do you know my name?" 
 
    "I've known you since you were born." 
 
    Hannah squinted. 
 
    "Yes," Olga continued, "long ago, your mother and I were good friends." 
 
    "What are you doing here?" 
 
    "I am here to offer you my assistance." 
 
    Hannah glanced around her. "Where are we anyway?" 
 
    "You're dreaming," she said. "For your safety, I chose to visit you in your sleep." 
 
    "Will I remember this when I wake up?" 
 
    "Oh, naturally, my dear. Everything is completely real, it's just that I have Timed to you in your dreams." 
 
    "So, you're a Timer, too?" 
 
    "Yes. I've come to help you." 
 
    "Help me?" 
 
    "You will have questions," she said matter-of-factly. "And, when you do, I have the answers." 
 
    She touched Hannah's cheek with fingers that felt like a cool cloth. Her voice grew suddenly whimsical. "You have grown up… and have become very beautiful. Very strong. Just like I imagined you would. I know you don't understand what I am saying now, my dear," she continued, "but you will." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "You shall see," she said, just as her body began to float backwards, gradually fading from Hannah's sight as if disappearing into the murkiness of icy water. 
 
    Olga's voice had also diminished, and the last words Hannah heard her say were, "Summon me." 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 42—THE COWBOY 
 
    When Hannah awoke the next morning, the dream was still vivid in her head. 
 
    A short time ago, she would never have believed in such a surreal experience. Now, she didn't doubt for a moment that Olga's visit had been real. 
 
    She couldn't even begin to make sense of the things she'd told her, but perhaps when she visited her father the next time, he could shed some light on the mysterious woman and all she'd said. Hannah only wished she would have had more time with Olga in the dream—everything had happened so fast, she hadn't really had a chance to ask her any questions. 
 
    By about mid-morning though, Hannah had other things on her mind. 
 
    The doctor had come by her room for a checkup, and he'd just given her a clean bill of health. 
 
    He was a bulging, middle-aged man with clothes that looked two sizes too small and eyes that looked two sizes too big. Everything about him was God-awfully accentuated by the overflow of his cinched-up belt and thick glasses, the second cousins of the Hubble telescope. And as if that weren't enough, he had a high-pitched voice and rosy cheeks. Altogether, he reminded Hannah of Frosty the Snowman. 
 
    She'd be gone by late afternoon, he declared, barring some natural disaster. 
 
    "That's wonderful news, Doctor," said Jackie, who was standing at the foot of Hannah's bed. 
 
    "Yeah, thanks Doctor," said Hannah. She was ready to bust through those sliding hospital doors right this very moment. 
 
    "You're welcome." He pulled off his glasses. "You are one very lucky young lady to have escaped with only bumps and bruises, and a couple of hairline fractures in that leg of yours. Someone was looking out for you." He put them back on and leaned over the side rail of her bed. "Let me have one last look at this." He pulled back some gauze on her forearm. "Yes, that's healing nicely." He reapplied the tape around the edges of the bandage. "Other than some leftover scrapes and bruises and, of course, your lower leg injury, you should be back to normal in no time." 
 
    "Do you think I could walk down to the cafeteria for lunch?" Hannah asked. 
 
    Frosty looked up from his tablet where he was jotting down some notes. "I don't see why not. The nurses will be here within the hour to fit you with your walking boot. And Senator Bailey, there are some papers you'll need to fill out for her to be discharged." He looked back at Hannah. "Yes, as long as you don't walk any more for the rest of the day afterwards, you should be fine. By the time you go down there and back, I think you'll have had enough exercise for one day." 
 
    "Goodie," she clapped, thrilled with the prospect of going somewhere. Anywhere. She'd been so cooped up, she was about to go nuts. 
 
    She suddenly frowned. "What about riding my horse?" 
 
    "I wouldn't advise it," he said. "Not until the boot cast comes off in about a month." 
 
    "Really?" Her nose and lips looked like an upside-down question mark. "Well, at least I can walk a bit." 
 
    "Yes, Hannah," her mom added, "you're lucky to be mobile at all." 
 
    By the time the nursing staff had come and put her in a walking boot, it was well past lunchtime, and Hannah was hungry. 
 
    Ravenous actually. 
 
    She'd been tapered off of her medications, and she'd finally gotten her appetite back. 
 
    Jackie returned from filling out the paperwork, and they headed down to the cafeteria together, both of them anxious to eat some lunch. They'd dropped the ranch issue for the time being—almost as if an unspoken truce had been declared to carry them through the rest of the hospital stay and the upcoming holidays—and besides, with the accident and everything else going on, neither of them were much in the mood for quarrelling any more than they already had. 
 
    "Are you sure you don't want me to grab you a wheelchair?" 
 
    "Mom, I want to walk." 
 
    "But are you sure you're not going to aggravate it?" 
 
    "The doctor said it was fine, and I need to get used to this boot thing." 
 
    "Well, okay. I just don't want you to overdo it and be in a lot of pain this evening when we get home." 
 
    "I'll be fine. It's no big deal. Besides, half of the way there is just going down the elevator." 
 
    They covered the distance down the long hallway, Hannah moving slower than she had expected. The boot did take some getting used to. It was heavy and awkward—it felt like she had her foot encased in concrete. 
 
    When they made it onto the elevator, Jackie pulled out a compact mirror and reapplied a fresh layer of lipstick, finishing right when the number "1" appeared on the black screen above them. The ding sounded, and the doors slid open, and both mother and daughter headed in the direction of the Food Court. 
 
    They were walking adjacent to one another when Jackie spotted Boone Grassle out of the corner of her eye. He was hidden in a nearby entryway right outside of the cafeteria, barely visible from where she was. She was surprised she'd even seen him. 
 
    He did a quick hand motion for her to come over to him and brought a finger to his smiling lips. 
 
    Jackie put a hand on her daughter's back. "Honey, you go on through the line. I'll be right behind you. I just need to use the restroom first." 
 
    "Sure, Mom, I'll see you in a few." Hannah had already started heading for the mashed potatoes and gravy. 
 
    She was hobbling through the line when Boone sneaked up behind her. 
 
    "Hey there, stranger," he said with a grin. 
 
    She recognized the voice even before she saw him. 
 
    She whipped around and squealed his name and threw her arms around his neck. "What in the heck are you doing here?" 
 
    "What do you think? I came to see one of my favorite people." 
 
    "I didn't know my mom was one of your favorites." 
 
    He grinned. "Hah." He lowered his voice as if sharing a secret. "I think her daughter might have the slight advantage on her there." 
 
    "Oh, really." Her mouth broadened into a smile. 
 
    "Uh-huh." His eyes bore into her. "But maybe the daughter would rather I didn't say it." 
 
    She laughed. "Now you're being the ridiculous one. That's the farthest thing from the truth, and you know it. I'm thrilled to see you." Her voice became light, almost airy. "I always am." 
 
    "Me too," he said huskily. 
 
    "How about some grub?" She pointed at the turkey, stuffing, and mashed potatoes. "All of the sudden, I'm starving. I think it's because I haven't eaten a real meal in a while. Mom went to the bathroom and—" 
 
    "Yeah, I caught her out in the foyer. She's going to run a few errands while we eat." 
 
    Hannah paused and looked at him. "Well, well… aren't you clever and resourceful? Nothing like getting rid of the chaperone." 
 
    "Yeah, well you'd better watch out. There's no telling what I'll do without her around." 
 
    His mouth twitched. 
 
    Hannah's gaze met his. 
 
    They both went instantly still and stared at each other for what felt like an eternity, the magnetism between them trapping them in a moment where they were the only two people in existence. 
 
    On the other side of a glass partition, the idiot food server eventually broke the spell, asking the life-and-death question about whether they wanted green beans or cauliflower. 
 
    * 
 
    The cafeteria was nearly empty. Jazz played lazily over the sound system, interrupted every so often by the clanking of dishes and rattle of pans which filtered out to them from the kitchen. 
 
    At a table for two, Boone and Hannah caught up on the news of the past little while. 
 
    They talked about everything, the conversation for both of them as easy and natural as breathing the air around them. 
 
    Boone had been busy. Calving season was in full swing, and he'd just gotten back from a cattle conference in Denver. He was currently in negotiations to buy another parcel of land bordering his ranch on the opposite side of Hannah's. 
 
    He asked her about the accident, and she filled him in on everything, minus of course, the hunches she had about the whole thing… she didn't want to alarm him. He asked about Paul and what she thought of him, and he wanted to know about her new puppy and how she was doing—he thought the name Stormy suited her perfectly. 
 
    She didn't have the heart to tell him about her mom selling the ranch. She still hadn't come to grips with that one herself. 
 
    As they got to the end of their meal, Hannah turned the tables and inquired about his plans for the future. 
 
    "Who knows?" he scooted his chair back and interlaced his fingers behind his head. "No one ever really knows what the future holds. I've never been someone who does something just because everyone else is doing it. Most all of my friends—" he leaned forward and took a sip of chocolate milk from a straw, "—most of them are married, many of them already have kids. I don't know, it's just never been something I've been in a hurry about. I'd rather wait for just the right time, just the right person." He shrugged his shoulders. "All of this probably sounds silly to you." 
 
    "No," she did a quick shake of her head, "I'd say smart actually." She stabbed at a green bean on her plate. "All I know is my dad sure loved you. And my mom, oh my goodness, you have her wrapped around your little finger." 
 
    "I doubt that," he said softly. 
 
    In the last couple of minutes, Hannah had noticed that Boone had become somewhat restless. His hands had started to tremble, and he'd hunched over in his seat. He wrapped his arms around his midsection in an attempt to steady himself. 
 
    He was doing a pretty good job of trying to hide it, but her gut instinct immediately told her something was off. 
 
    Boone appeared weary, as if exhaustion had all at once swept over his body. 
 
    And whatever was happening to him soon began to overpower him. 
 
    He straightened his posture and gripped firmly onto his chair's handles, blinking his eyes forcefully as if trying to refocus them. He turned pale, almost green, and began wiping perspiration from his forehead. And then sweat began streaming down his neck. 
 
    "Hey, are you okay?" Hannah reached across the table and touched his arm. It was sticky, almost like touching mucous. 
 
    "Oh, yeah, I'm fine." His head hung in front of his chest as he massaged his forehead. "Just a bit tired. From the trip, probably." 
 
    But when he looked up, and she saw his eyes, a cold, hard terror quivered through her body. 
 
    Drops of blood were seeping… out of the corners of his eyes. 
 
    Her breathing intensified as alarms sounded in every cell of her body. 
 
    Stay calm, she told herself. 
 
    Even before he read her reaction, he knew it was serious. 
 
    He could tell something wasn't right. 
 
    And within the minute, blood was trickling from every orifice on his face. 
 
    Then, it hit her. 
 
    Boone had been traveling… to a big city. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 43—GONE 
 
    Hannah felt like she was in the middle of another nightmare, strangely similar to the one she'd just emerged from. 
 
    Only this one, in some ways, was also different. 
 
    When her father had died, he'd already lived much of his life. Boone's was just beginning. He had yet to reach many of the milestones that were the markers of progress in life. He didn't deserve any of this. 
 
    How could this be happening? To her… to him… to them. 
 
    Just the thought of losing Boone made her feel desperate, almost frantic. And horribly, incredibly lonesome. 
 
    He'd been a beacon of light to her when everything else in her world had been dark. 
 
    If only he hadn't gone to Denver and exposed himself to the virus. If only he'd been able to fight it off. As bad as it was, she'd heard that some people had survived… 
 
    His room was at the end of a long and isolated corridor in the same hospital she'd just left. Boone's father, Lonnie, was beside himself. He and his sister, Jeri—Boone's favorite aunt—were the only family allowed to visit, and they could do so only by wearing special protective suits, the kind worn by scientists who handled deadly diseases in high security laboratories. 
 
    At Boone's special request, Jackie and Hannah were also permitted in the room. 
 
    This monstrosity of a virus, doctors told them, killed those who had it by destroying their central nervous system. But the real challenge was the random nature of the attack on each individual. For some, their entire nervous system was compromised immediately, and for others, the virus affected only certain components of the system in a more gradual decline, which Hannah imagined was even more horrific to experience than the faster version. 
 
    It took less than five days for the illness to destroy Boone's body. 
 
    By day four, the virus had destroyed a good portion of his nervous system, with the exception of his brain. He was still completely coherent and aware of what was happening to him. 
 
    By the fifth day—December 19—a day Hannah would never forget—the critical vertebrae of his spinal cord had been pulverized, rendering him paralyzed from the shoulders down. 
 
    Doctors had inserted a breathing tube when he began to experience difficulty breathing. They'd also recommended to Lonnie the administration of fairly heavy doses of medication to relax his son and ease his suffering. 
 
    But Boone wouldn't hear of it. 
 
    His eyes had grown wide, and he'd violently shaken his head in protest. 
 
    Finally, after a series of yes and no questions, Lonnie figured out what Boone was trying to tell him. 
 
    He wanted the breathing tube gone. It was keeping him from talking, and he had things he wanted to say. 
 
    Things he needed to say. 
 
    After Lonnie pressed them, the doctors admitted that the only real benefit of the breathing tube was a minimal extension of his remaining hours. 
 
    In the end, they complied with Boone's wishes and removed the tube. 
 
    Now that it was out, all four of them were seated in a horseshoe shape around the bed, each of them touching him for comfort. 
 
    Hannah wasn't exactly sure if it was more for Boone's comfort or for theirs. 
 
    He'd once again found his voice. 
 
    They talked of days gone by and reminisced about all the things he remembered as a boy growing up on the ranch. Things like driving tractors, jumping horses over creeks and fences, bailing hay with his dad, and tending to calves born in the middle of the night. He recalled all of his favorite Christmases, like the one when he'd gone sledding with his cousins from Pennsylvania and all of the years he'd taken sleigh rides on Christmas Eve with his father, to distract both of them from the painful absence of his mother. He talked of his mother and what he remembered most of her. He told everyone he was eager to see her again. 
 
    Hannah did her best to stay composed. 
 
    She didn't want to be a blubbering mess, didn't want him to remember her like that. 
 
    But it was no use. Streams rolled down Hannah's cheeks and moisture dribbled from her nose, merging briefly at the gulley of her mouth. Eventually, the liquid sorrow flowed down past her jawline, gathering at the intersection of her clavicles and completely soaking the top of her shirt. She had no way of wiping either of them in the protective suit. 
 
    Finally, Boone asked for her. 
 
    "I want to talk to Hannah. Alone." 
 
    She nodded and stayed with him as the others moved silently to the doorway. Lonnie looked back at them before quietly shutting the door behind him. 
 
    Hannah smiled at him through her tears. 
 
    She stood and walked away from his bed and toward a chair on the opposite side of the room. There, she surprised him by removing the protective suit. 
 
    Concern instantly spread across Boone's face. 
 
    "Hannah, what are you doing?" 
 
    "Taking this off." 
 
    "Hannah," he snapped, "don't be a fool. Please, you must be safe—" 
 
    Her soft words interrupted him. "Boone, it's okay—I've had the vaccine. I just couldn't tell you earlier." 
 
    "What vaccine? I didn't think there was one." 
 
    "My mom got it for us. Somehow." 
 
    He nodded ever so slightly. 
 
    She returned to his bedside. She moved in just as close as she could get to him and situated her folded leg into the crook of his arm. 
 
    He was suddenly nervous. Her body looked so good to him. It was nice to have her close. If only some miracle would help him fight off this sickness… 
 
    Hannah held both of his hands, only occasionally letting them go to caress his face or smooth away his dark blond hair from his handsome, chiseled face. 
 
    "Do you know what this reminds me of?" she asked. 
 
    "No," he whispered. 
 
    "Driftwood Falls, when I fell. You held me in your arms and, although I didn't tell you, I wanted you to keep on holding me." She lowered her voice. "If you had held me forever on that day, it wouldn't have seemed long enough. I was so sad from everything with my dad, and you brought the first rays of sunshine back into my life." 
 
    "I'll never forget, Hannah." His voice was raspy. 
 
    "Me neither," she kissed the top of his bloated hand. 
 
    "I have something for you. It's over there," he said, "in the pocket of my jeans." 
 
    Her eyes questioned him only for a moment before she rose and followed his gaze to a brown paper bag on the floor. Inside the bag, his Wranglers were neatly folded and sitting on top of his boots. She grabbed the jeans and set them on a nearby table, and inside one of the pockets, she found a tiny box covered in black velvet. 
 
    As soon as she spotted it, her heart pirouetted inside of her chest. 
 
    "I had my dad get it for me," Boone told her quietly. 
 
    Her hands trembled as she placed it on his chest. 
 
    "Open it," he said. But he immediately started coughing. It was so intense that he gagged a few times as he strained to regain control of his breaths. 
 
    Hannah waited until the fit had passed, and then she gently stroked his cheeks and forehead until his face began to relax again. 
 
    "Better," he mouthed. 
 
    "Sure you're okay?" 
 
    He nodded. "Open it." 
 
    "Ready?" 
 
    Another nod. 
 
    Hannah pried open the lid, the whole time looking straight into Boone's eyes. 
 
    Only after it was open and his gaze fell from hers, did she allow herself to look into the box. 
 
    Tucked into a narrow slit, between two cushions of jet black silk, was a ring more extravagant and stunning than anything she'd ever seen. 
 
    "I wanted to ask you to marry me." 
 
    Hannah closed her eyes. 
 
    And when she opened them again, the intensity of his look upon her took her breath away. It was as if his gaze was reaching out to her, and his words were embracing her in a way his body no longer could. 
 
    She finally understood. 
 
    This was a love so deep, so pure that he'd struck at the very harpsichord of her soul. And the sound was lovely, almost divine, as if played by an angel floating on clouds. 
 
    Boone went on. "You were always the one for me, Hannah. I've always loved you… loved everything about you." He paused. "Your spirit, your fire, your compassion for others, your love for animals… and for the land." 
 
    He knew her… better than anyone. Flaws and all. 
 
    And yet he still loved her. 
 
    "Hannah, will you marry me?" 
 
    Tears slid down her face and fell directly onto Boone's chest. 
 
    Her answer came without hesitation. "Yes, I will." She nodded as she said it, nearly choking on her sadness. Her lashes closed for a long breath, and when she opened them, she used her sleeve to dry her face. 
 
    "Put the ring on, Hannah." 
 
    She slid the diamond onto her finger. 
 
    It was stunning. Radiant. More exquisite than any piece of jewelry she'd ever seen. Each movement of her hand captured light and reflected it, as though it were shimmering into a pool of endless mirrors and rising out through bursts of twinkling starlight. 
 
    It took her a moment to find the right words. "Boone, it's absolutely breathtaking. The most beautiful and elegant ring I've ever seen." Her eyes questioned him. "But I can't take this. I don't deserve it." 
 
    "Stop it. Don't be ridiculous. You must take it, Hannah." He looked away. When he finally looked back at her, he explained. "I… I can't wait any longer, Hannah. It's the end for me. I've had a wonderful life. No regrets. But I've got to tell you something, something I've been holding back for quite some time now." 
 
    He suddenly sounded like a child. "Would you bring your face close to mine? And run your hands through my hair?" 
 
    Hannah did everything he asked. 
 
    "Yes, there. Thank you. It's so comforting. Oh, please don't stop. Stay close to me, please, Hannah." 
 
    As her face cuddled next to his, the words rolled off his lips. 
 
    "You were meant for me, Hannah Bailey. Made for me," he added in a whisper. 
 
    She moved to kiss him. 
 
    "No, please don't Hannah. I couldn't live with myself if something happened to you. Even though—" 
 
    "Boone, I'm going to kiss you," she said forcefully, "whether you like it or not." 
 
    Their lips pressed together with the softness of two pillows. And she lingered there for as long as she dared, the bittersweet knowledge of this—their final time together—not for one second escaping either of them. 
 
    At last, she pulled away to look into his eyes. 
 
    There, she could see and feel the tenderness he held for her. 
 
    Boone went on. "You've been the one that I've loved for a long time. I was saving this for when you got older, but now it's yours. There's no one else I'd rather have it. It was my mom's wedding ring, Hannah. And her mom's before that. There's never been anyone else but you." He shifted his head on his pillow. "Put your hands on my face, please." 
 
    She did. 
 
    "I love you, Hannah. I always have. And I always will." 
 
    Tears flowed down both sides of his face. 
 
    He continued. "You'll be in my final thoughts. My forever thoughts." He managed a partial smile, "You are my forever." 
 
    "Boone, I love you, too. I always have. I know that now." She nestled her body up next to him and kissed him hard—as if the roughness would help him to stay with her. "More than you know. I only wish—" 
 
    His eyes folded shut and then slowly opened again, this time lightning bolts of pain etched across their skies. "—No, Hannah, don't do that. Please, just be with me now… without thoughts of tomorrow. Time will take care of everything else." He looked up to the fluorescent lights, as if looking for heavenly intervention. "And, Hannah, I want you to know that I was as jealous as hell of Alexander. I could see the sparks between you. And I hated him for that. But just know that if you decide he is what's best for you, then I support you, one hundred percent. I'll always be on your side, no matter what you decide. Just be careful. And smart." 
 
    She nodded, unable to speak. 
 
    "But say you'll marry me today, and that will be enough for me. It will be our day, our hour. Nothing official, nothing on paper… only a marriage of two hearts, a merging of two souls… so I know that some part of me will carry on after I'm gone." 
 
    "Of course I'll marry you, Boone," she said softly. 
 
    "I love you, Hannah." 
 
    "I love you too, Boone." 
 
    He took a deep breath. "Time has run out for me, and I know that, I accept it, but a part of me wants to stay with you for all time." 
 
    "Our hearts will always be joined together now," she said gently. "Nothing can take that away. I promise I'll always love you, Boone." 
 
    He took a deep breath, "You've always had my love, Hannah. And now that you'll always have the ring, you'll always know that it was real. And genuine. Now, get the others. I don't have much longer." 
 
    Hannah hated leaving the moment, but she knew there wasn't time to waste. She quickly got back into her protective suit and summoned all of the others back into the room. 
 
    It wasn't long before Boone could sense the finish line nearing. Every thought and every word took effort, and every effort took him closer to the edge. 
 
    At last, his breathing became laborious, and he struggled like an asthmatic runner at the end of a race. 
 
    To keep calm, he often closed his eyes near the end, steadying what little supply of oxygen he could get. 
 
    They gathered in a circle around the bed and recited Psalm 23:4, the Lord's Prayer, and sang hymnals like Amazing Grace, The Old Rugged Cross, and In the Garden. 
 
    Occasionally, he would say something. 
 
    Someone was always holding his hands, and each of them was in contact with him. 
 
    He told all of them over and over again that he loved them. 
 
    Later, he began saying it to each of them individually by name. 
 
    And then, as the end drew near, his breaths became wheezy. He mouthed he was ready and asked them to sing him a Christmas song. 
 
    His hands found Hannah's and folded around them like a glove, the ring on her finger disappearing in the cave of his grip. 
 
    During their final verse of Silent Night, Boone slipped away into death. 
 
    His last words were of his mother. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 44—POEM 
 
    Hannah wore Boone's ring and vowed to never take it off. 
 
    The shock of losing him was somehow buffered by having it. 
 
    But even with it, she felt as if she'd entered the Twilight Zone. She wasn't sure if she'd ever be able to resume a normal life again. 
 
    Normal. The concept was completely foreign to Hannah. Ever since her dad died, normal hadn't really existed. Except for possibly the short window of time between Timing back home from the reunion with her father and seeing Boone again. 
 
    Now, any elements of normal reclaimed since her father's death were gone from her life. Vanished. Taken from her permanently. 
 
    For the longest time, Boone had been like an older brother of sorts, a steady, dependable figure that had always been around. Lately though, he'd become much more. A best friend. A love interest. Someone she could see herself ending up with long-term. 
 
    His proposal had made her realize that she'd loved him all along. Theirs was a profound love built on friendship and familiarity, trust and common interests. 
 
    And it ran deep—as deep as still waters. 
 
    Only now that he was gone did she fully understand the extent to which she loved him. 
 
    Nothing in her life would ever be the same without him… 
 
    * 
 
    One day before Boone's funeral, a letter addressed to Hannah arrived in the mailbox. 
 
    Marie left it for her on the kitchen counter. 
 
    When she saw the piece of mail with a return address of Boone Grassle, her hand moved over her mouth and stayed there for quite some time. 
 
    She needed to reabsorb the fact that he was gone. Forever. 
 
    Finally, she let her fingers glide over the writing and then opened it. 
 
    Tears began with the first words. 
 
    Dearest Hannah- 
 
    Boone asked me to send this to you upon his death. 
 
    He told me to tell you he'd written it after your day together at Driftwood Falls. 
 
    He also mentioned that he would have read this to you on your wedding day. 
 
    I know you meant the world to him. 
 
    I hope it helps you heal. 
 
    Yours Truly, 
 
    Lonnie Grassle 
 
    PS-I am honored Boone chose to give you his mother's ring. It was meant for you. Treasure it always and perhaps someday you'll be able to pass it on to your daughter. Boone would have wanted that. 
 
    Her hands shook as she unfolded the other piece of paper, and her heart sank as she recognized Boone's handwriting. It was written in pencil on a yellow sheet of lined paper. 
 
    September 23, 2029 
 
    To: Hannah Bailey 
 
    From: Boone Grassle 
 
    Time 
 
    Space between the hands of time 
 
    Each reminders you are mine 
 
    Never forget love sublime… 
 
    — 
 
    Words to fill the vacant space 
 
    Feel the trace of an empty embrace 
 
    Time remains to take your place… 
 
    — 
 
    For when the breeze comes your way 
 
    A gentle kiss of dawn's new day 
 
    Think of me, your friend, and say 
 
    Love me always, forever stay. 
 
    Hannah must have read it a hundred times. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 45—SUCCESS 
 
    The United States was on its knees. Crumbling. Desperate. A wounded animal begging for someone to come along and put it out of its misery. 
 
    Everything had worked just as planned. Operation Snowflake had taken hold, spreading disease and death into every corner of the nation, and the ensuing panic that followed had been as predictable as the next day's sunrise. 
 
    Naturally, Operation Santa had followed, with President Dobbs' declaration of martial law. The circumstances had all but made the choice for him. 
 
    Now, Aralk had the strongest nation in Earth's existence exactly where he wanted it—right in the palm of his hand. 
 
    America had needed to weep and cry out in agony. They'd needed to endure pain… live it… know it. Just as he had. 
 
    In all of its history, the Golden Child of the world had never really been made to suffer. Hadn't ever truly tasted the bitterness of defeat or been forced to swallow the pill of despair. 
 
    Until now. 
 
    He'd found their Achilles Heel. 
 
    He'd used their freedoms against them and conquered them using the guise of equality—from the inside, out. 
 
    And now, in their hour of desperation, Americans had readily, willingly traded their freedoms for security. 
 
    Experience had taught him a priceless lesson: The gateway to unlimited power was through the alleviation of pain and suffering. 
 
    Giving comfort had, once again, given him everything. 
 
    Aralk was now the most powerful man in the world. 
 
    He'd been to the top once before—in 1940—but this time around he had experience on his side. And although his time at the pinnacle of success and power had been significant… it hadn't been nearly enough to satiate his appetite. Ultimately, those closest to him had betrayed him. 
 
    The year 1945 had spelled disaster. In real time, almost a century had passed since then. But for Aralk, it was only a handful of years ago. Even now, it made him cringe just to think about how everything had ended. Fortunately, in his hour of need, the Protectorate had been there to guide him. 
 
    And then, of course, there was Olga von Bach. She'd given him hope in his darkest hour, convincing him of his potential for greatness… in the future. She'd been a savior, a saint, an angel… revealing to him the secrets of Timing for a resurrection of his life's work. 
 
    From that point forward, his was a purpose renewed. A destiny reborn. 
 
    He moved closer to the mirror before him, his hands gripping both sides of the sink just below it. For a fleeting instant, in the reflection of his own image, he saw his mother staring back at him, her ice-filled pools of crystalline blue almost as soothing as they'd been during his childhood. Even after all of this time, she still entered his mind at least once every day. And when he'd started his new life, he'd honored her with the choice of his namesake. 
 
    Aralk was Klara backwards. 
 
    He couldn't help but feel her presence, her blessing, her pride in him for all he'd accomplished. And had yet to accomplish. 
 
    Aralk stepped back and let loose the breath he'd been holding. Using the pads of his fingers, he strummed the length of his chin several times, immediately grateful for some time without his mask. He wore it everywhere, and it itched. When he was without it, his face felt similar to his body without clothes: free, open, loose. He looked forward to the day when he would no longer need the disguise. In fact, he'd already planned for the occasion where he would destroy the damn thing. It would be a ceremony, a commemoration of sorts where he'd build a bonfire and set the mask on top of it, letting it melt and then drip into the flames of copper and gold, in a sizzling sound which he liked to think would remind him of the revenge he was now taking… and the redemption he so desired. 
 
    For the time being, he allowed President Dobbs to gloat in his glory. 
 
    Aralk left the bathroom with a wrinkle in his lips. 
 
    Yes, let the pompous bastard think he'd scaled the summit all on his own. 
 
    No one knew of his elaborate plans for the Transition from this point onward. The Contineo was now in sight, just within reach of his fingertips. Most of the fools around him were short-sighted, narrow-minded. 
 
    Little did they know of the preparations he'd made for the ascendency of Jackie Bailey. 
 
    She was his greatest asset, his most carefully crafted tool, always willing and ready to sacrifice anything necessary for the Cause. And she'd passed his loyalty tests with flying colors. 
 
    He rejoined Hagan in the Great Room, neither of them exchanging a word as he made his way over to a small table where he took a sip of tea. He set the cup down, folded his arms, and looked out the window of his mountain chalet, high in the French Alps above Chamonix. 
 
    The magnificent view reminded him of home. 
 
    Hagan was used to Aralk's bouts of silence. It was not unusual for the two men to spend hours together without a word said between them. He took a long drag on his cigar and blew it out. That kind of thing only happened, he supposed, when you were the Supreme Leader's most loyal comrade, most trusted confidant. 
 
    After all, he alone knew that Aralk was Adolf Hitler. 
 
    Hagan's voice carried across the room's expansive space, echoing off its walls of timber, glass, and stone. "Well, Mein Führer, what are you waiting for?" 
 
    Aralk didn't even turn to face him. "I am not waiting. Any longer." He crossed to a corner of the room and picked up the phone. 
 
    A man promptly answered, "Yes, Supreme Leader?" 
 
    "Phase IV is complete," Aralk said evenly. "It is time to initiate Case Hummingbird." 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 46—BRIDGE OF NO RETURN 
 
    Over the last couple of days, Hannah had gone back and forth about whether or not to meet up with Alexander. 
 
    It was just one day after Boone's funeral, and she was still undecided. All she knew for certain was she had absolutely no desire whatsoever to see or talk with anyone. 
 
    After sleeping in, she'd gone out on her UTV, flooring the gas pedal harder than she had in a long time. But instead of the ride calming her—as she had hoped—it only seemed to have heightened her emotions, reminding her of Boone's death and everything she'd lost with his passing. 
 
    For the rest of the afternoon, she'd tried to escape in the pages of a novel, but even then, she'd periodically glance at the clock with thoughts about Alexander and wind up angry at herself for not being entirely able to forget about him. 
 
    Once evening set in, Hannah finally came to the realization that she had only been putting off the inevitable decision facing her: Should she go? 
 
    She went downstairs and managed to put on a smile while she forced herself to choke down some dinner. 
 
    Now though, it was a quarter to eight, and Hannah was back upstairs in her room. She'd thrown on some jeans and a black, long-sleeve shirt, and she was sitting on the edge of her bed. Her fingers were tapping the tops of her thighs, and her mouth twitched randomly to the left, right, and then left again. 
 
    She got up and began to pace the room, the whole time absently turning the locket between her fingers. 
 
    Paul and her mom were downstairs, cuddled together on the living room sofa with the lights dimmed low and glasses of spirits in hand. They'd asked her if she wanted to join them, but she'd made up some lame excuse—something along the lines of being exhausted—and had retreated back up to her bedroom. 
 
    Every so often, she could hear laughter funneling its way up the staircase. 
 
    A small group of people were coming over later for a Christmas party, but Hannah wasn't even remotely in the mood to join them. 
 
    She sighed and looked at the clock. Ten minutes to eight. 
 
    She'd already snuck her mother's pass, figuring that she'd have no problem getting it back into her office before she noticed. 
 
    Some instinct deep inside of her told her not to go. And that pesky voice had once again chirped like a cuckoo clock in her brain, warning her of the consequences if she did go. 
 
    It will only hurt you. 
 
    Why was it always giving her advice when she didn't even ask for it? Goddamnit, she wasn't going to let it scare her. With everything she'd gone through lately, it would take a lot more than an obnoxious, invisible Tweety Bird to keep her from doing something she wanted to do. 
 
    But did she really want to meet up with Alexander? 
 
    Was it worth it? 
 
    Was he worth it? 
 
    She hadn't heard from him in days, and the sting she felt from his neglect had turned into a dull and constant ache. 
 
    Or was the ache from losing Boone? 
 
    She wasn't entirely sure. 
 
    All she knew was that Alexander was, most likely, going to break everything off with her and tell her he'd found someone else. 
 
    So, why in the world would she go and open herself up to the possibility of being hurt even more? 
 
    She wasn't really even certain if she could take any more heartache. 
 
    The odds were clearly stacked against her, and there was no doubt about the fact that she'd been on a permanent losing streak for what was starting to feel like an entire lifetime. 
 
    But then again, maybe there was more to it. Maybe she should at least listen to him and give him a chance to explain the things he had yet to be candid about. 
 
    There was only one way to find out. 
 
    As she snuck out the back door off the kitchen, a surge of adrenaline flowed into her extremities. She didn't dare go down the icy latticework out her bedroom window with her boot cast on. 
 
    Just as soon as she turned the key in the ignition of the ranch pickup, Hannah came to the somewhat irritating realization that, deep down, she'd intended on meeting up with him all along. 
 
    * 
 
    Towering against the backdrop of darkness, the old brick cathedral stood defiant to time and nature. Snow piled at its feet in surrender to its clay and mortar skeleton, stained glass eyes kept watch over the sky's Do-si-do of sun and moon, and its spires and bell tower shrugged away the unremitting nudges of ice, wind, and moisture. 
 
    Hannah had been here many times as a child. Eliza's father was the pastor, and she'd mainly gone to church with her on holidays. She'd loved to sing the traditional church hymns and had been especially drawn to the Christmas carols. And although she'd never told anyone, singing had been one of the only reasons why she'd ever wanted to go in the first place. 
 
    Then, for a stretch of time somewhere at the junction of childhood and adolescence, Eliza had persuaded Hannah to go with her on a more consistent basis. After about half a year of catching up on her sleep during the sermons, Hannah had determined that church on Sundays simply wasn't for her. 
 
    By about then anyway, she'd come to the conclusion that she'd experienced just enough of church to prefer God without it. 
 
    So, it was somewhat ironic, she thought, that her Judgment Day with Alexander would be here of all places. 
 
    Her steps squeaked on fresh snowfall, and the heavy, thick air which surrounded her hung pregnant with the likelihood of more. Except for her vehicle, the parking lot was empty and there wasn't a trace of anyone around, not even Alexander. 
 
    Hannah thought she looked fairly ridiculous, almost like she'd borrowed the lower half of her body from the Abominable Snowman. On one foot, she wore her normal snow boot, but on the other side, she had on her walking boot. The walking boot was somewhat awkward as it was covered, except for the bottom tread, by a puffy, weatherproof sleeve made of tent-like material. What made it look so goofy was the fact that the coverlet was white and plastered all over with black Scottie dogs. The only other print choice she'd had was hearts, and she wasn't exactly a heart person. And even though she'd made considerable progress with her leg since the accident, her gait was still somewhat slower than before. But hey, at least she was walking and not still stuck in a hospital bed. 
 
    She inhaled and exhaled loudly through her mouth. The nippy air made her feel wholly alive for the first time in a while, and her head was suddenly spinning with all of the possibilities awaiting her. 
 
    At the very least, she would know where Alexander stood and where she stood with him. Nothing was worse than not knowing. She wanted answers and needed to know about him, once and for all. She wasn't going to tolerate any more secrets or mysteries. 
 
    Life was too short for games. 
 
    Boone had demonstrated that. 
 
    She was definitely through playing them with Alexander—and with everyone else, for that matter. 
 
    Hannah stepped into the church foyer and was met by a rush of stale, almost fermented air, a cross between library and nursing home. To one side of her, a blow mold nativity scene was set among bales of straw, each figure lifelike and glowing with their eyes positioned on the Christ-child. 
 
    She passed by a kneeling shepherd to reach the chapel doors and once she'd stepped inside, she stopped at the mouth of the aisle like a bride awaiting the signal to advance. 
 
    The space was grand and beautiful with tidings of the season in every direction. Evergreens flavored the air. Clusters of tiered, flameless candles pulsed with orangish-yellow light—one was situated below a statue of Mary, and another beneath a large print of Jesus nailed to the cross, and still others were around various points of emphasis, most of which highlighted scenes out of the Bible. 
 
    Garland ran along the length of the sanctuary, accented every ten or fifteen feet with giant wreaths. On each side of the pulpit were Christmas trees, each of them covered in lights and topped with an angel. And along the center aisle, strands of ribbon connected boughs of greenery attached to the side of every pew. 
 
    With each step down the walkway, Hannah could feel her pulse quicken. Her eyes strained to see past the dim lighting. 
 
    She nibbled on her lower lip and wiped her palms on the sides of her jeans. She tried to muffle the clunking sound her walking cast made on the stone floor, but she finally gave up. Her plan to catch the Russian off guard was probably already out of the question anyway. 
 
    Two-thirds of the way down the aisle, she froze in place. 
 
    It was Alexander. 
 
    He was standing at the front of the church in a crowd of shadows. He'd been watching her. 
 
    His voice echoed throughout the cathedral, reaching out to her with a chilling depth of bass that startled her. 
 
    "Hello, Hannah." 
 
    His eyes were locked on her, but he didn't move. 
 
    The dream she'd had—the vision of him as Satan—briefly flickered into her mind. 
 
    "Hello, Alexander," she replied, carefully enunciating her words through short, compact breaths. "It's been a long time." 
 
    "Too long," he said with a measured degree of sentiment. "I've missed you." 
 
    She didn't answer. 
 
    He was walking toward her now, moving very slowly. 
 
    Hannah paused, anchoring her hands to the top of a pew. She wanted something to steady her. Just in case. 
 
    "Did you miss me?" he asked. 
 
    He was closer now. His penetrating stare unnerved her, and it somehow forced her to look away. 
 
    It was annoying that he had that effect on her. 
 
    "I've been busy," she said noncommittally. 
 
    She could now see the whites of his eyes. He reached the bench she stood above and sat down, his gaze skimming along the tops of her tight knuckles. 
 
    She jerked her hands behind her body, but it was too late. 
 
    He'd seen the ring. 
 
    With a sudden surge of conviction bordering on defiance, she realized she had nothing to hide. Let him see it, she thought angrily, straightening her posture and centering her left hand right in front of her waist. 
 
    She then sat down slowly on the edge of the pew behind her, mindful not to get too relaxed. 
 
    Only a waist-high piece of wood now separated them. 
 
    Alexander wanted to reach out to her and touch her. But he didn't. 
 
    Hannah sensed his reservation, and the silence that passed between them somehow escalated the tension. 
 
    The atmosphere was dense, almost weighted down, as if a theater curtain had encircled them and was poised to spring open at any moment. 
 
    She wasn't even exactly sure what he wanted. 
 
    And if she was honest with herself, she wasn't even entirely certain anymore what she wanted from him. 
 
    For what seemed like an eternity, neither of them spoke. 
 
    Occasionally, their gazes would align and bridge the distance between them, but each time, after only a few seconds, one of them would look away. 
 
    Alexander was lost in his thoughts. How was he going to tell her? He'd deliberated over this moment time and again in his mind, he'd even planned for it and rehearsed it, but now that it was here—now that he was actually contemplating going through with it—everything was way more intense than he'd ever imagined it would be. 
 
    Daunting didn't even begin to explain the extreme sense of trepidation which now resonated in his heart. 
 
    He could feel her hesitation… it was like she knew something ominous was coming and was doing everything in her power to avoid it. 
 
    From somewhere, Hannah found her voice. 
 
    "You heard about Boone Grassle?" 
 
    Alexander heard her speak, but he hadn't really been listening. He cocked his head to one side and gave her a confused look. 
 
    She repeated Boone's name. 
 
    He arched his head back and then forward. "Yes, I heard." 
 
    "There are so many others, too," she said. 
 
    He nodded. And then he couldn't resist, "Is that where you got the gaudy ring?" 
 
    "It's none of your business." 
 
    "You are my business." 
 
    "Says who?" 
 
    He scowled and looked away for just a moment before reclaiming her gaze. 
 
    "Damn it, Hannah. Don't be so difficult. You know I care about you." 
 
    "Hah. All you care about is yourself, Alexander." 
 
    His lips narrowed. And then he felt her words stick in his throat. He swallowed the lump and refocused his attention back on Hannah. 
 
    Prisms of powder blue looked to him for answers, or words of reassurance, anything to make her feel better… but he didn't have that for her. Not today. 
 
    The only thing he could do was hurt her. But she had to know the truth. She had to be told. And it absolutely devastated him that he was the one who was going to do it. 
 
    Would she forgive him? Probably not. If he were in her shoes, he would probably loathe the person who had revealed to him such a horrible secret. 
 
    "I'm sorry." It was all he could say. 
 
    He stood up and spontaneously climbed over the barrier between them. 
 
    She scooted away from him, but he grabbed her hand. 
 
    Hannah jerked it away. "Don't." 
 
    "Please?" he asked. His eyes implored her. 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because… I want to touch you." 
 
    "You abandoned me, Alexander. When I needed you most." She forced her words out in a cavalier kind of bravado. "And now you're suddenly here to save the day. Well, aren't you the goddamn hero!" She leaned forward. "What you fail to recognize, Alexander, is that I don't need saving. I'm not one of those girls who's waiting to be rescued, or who needs some guy by her side to feel important." Her voice lowered. "What I'm trying to say is I don't need you." 
 
    His gaze dropped to the floor. 
 
    Then, after she regained control of her breathing, he said without looking up, "Maybe I need you." 
 
    His admission completely caught her off guard. 
 
    Maybe she'd reacted too harshly. She'd missed him terribly. Even more than she was willing to admit. 
 
    His hand found hers once again. 
 
    Hannah looked away, but this time, she surrendered it to him. 
 
    Alexander placed it against his chest. Like she'd done with her locket when she'd rediscovered it. 
 
    He'd wanted to comfort her, but he realized just as soon as her hand was touching him, that he'd actually done it to comfort himself. 
 
    Even through his clothes, she could feel the steady thump of Alexander's heart. 
 
    Instantly, a fire kindled between them, ignited by the power of his heartbeat in her palm and spread by the heat of her touch through his shirt. 
 
    And then their gazes merged. 
 
    His dark—almost ebony—eyes melted her. 
 
    She felt lightheaded. 
 
    He inched closer. 
 
    Should she go now? Leave him like he'd left her? 
 
    Could she leave him? 
 
    She felt his breathing accelerate. 
 
    His lips parted for a few seconds as if he was going to say something, but then he clamped them together and looked away. 
 
    Hannah sensed his indecisiveness and pulled her hand away from him. 
 
    But this just made him want her even more. 
 
    Without warning, Alexander closed the gap between them, cinching his arms around her waist and bringing her close enough to him to where she could feel his breaths on her eyelids. 
 
    Their breathing then came hard and fast. 
 
    Soon, it became virtually synchronized. 
 
    More than anything, Hannah wanted to relax in his arms but, for some reason, she couldn't. And even if she could have, she wasn't exactly sure it would have been a good idea. 
 
    Alexander wanted to shelter her from everything hurtful… but he knew it simply wasn't possible. Not now. 
 
    He'd come too far to turn back. 
 
    After a few tense seconds, he sighed and guided her gently away from him, lifting her chin level with his. 
 
    For what seemed like forever they both stared deeply into each other's eyes and then, unable to resist any longer, Alexander kissed her berry lips with a sense of urgency neither of them had ever experienced before. 
 
    Other kisses between them had been sweet and affectionate, even passionate—like tentative hellos. 
 
    This time when their lips met, it felt like a good-bye—the type of wistful good-bye which afterwards meant that things would never again be the same. 
 
    Alexander's arms wrapped tightly around her shoulders. 
 
    Hannah closed her eyes. 
 
    Her hair fell against his face, and his hands moved to bookend her cheeks. 
 
    They stayed in each other's arms for a minute or two before he parted her lips with his tongue. 
 
    He explored every inch of her mouth while she willingly returned his curiosity with some of her own. 
 
    Yet before either of them knew what was happening, something had snapped inside of him. 
 
    And somewhere near the height of their urgency, Alexander abruptly pulled himself back and said, "No." 
 
    Hannah's face corkscrewed, and she shook her head as if not believing what she was hearing. 
 
    "'No' what, Alexander?" 
 
    "I can't do this," he said feverishly. 
 
    She glared at him. "What are you talking about?" 
 
    "I mean, I shouldn't do this." 
 
    "Do what? It's just a stupid kiss." 
 
    "You have no idea what you're saying, Hannah." 
 
    "You have no idea how much you're pissing me off," she fired back. "What do you want from me, Alexander? You suddenly disappear off the face of the Earth, won't return my texts or calls, don't even come to the hospital to visit me after my car wreck—I think you're the one who owes me some answers." Her cheeks instantly matched the crimson scarf around her neck. 
 
    "Hannah, you are one of the most wonderful girls I've ever met. I just want you to know that—" 
 
    Her face hardened as she interrupted him. She knew this had been coming. "Alexander," she snapped, "if you have something to say, just say it. Don't feed me a bunch of lines." 
 
    She scooted back from his reach and put her hands on her hips. But she wasn't finished. "In spite of what you may think, you aren't anything special, and it's not like I'm so head over heels for you that I won't move on when you're gone." 
 
    He nearly groaned. No matter how good a job he did explaining everything, she'd probably never really, truly understand. 
 
    "It's not that at all, Hannah. It's just that I'm no good for you… and—" he continued in a low voice, "—I'm not really who you think I am." 
 
    She frowned. "What are you talking about?" 
 
    "And," he said gradually, "you aren't really who you think you are." 
 
    "What in the world are you talking about? Alexander, you're talking in circles, and you sound like a goddamn politician. I get enough of that with my mother. Quit bullshitting me and get to the point." 
 
    My goodness, this girl has a temper, he thought. And a foul mouth. Yet, it somehow appealed to him, turned him on like nothing he'd previously experienced. 
 
    Behind her delicate, almost pristine-like features, she was a volcano on the verge of erupting, and her lava was an alluring, almost intoxicating, concoction of flowers, fire, and ice. 
 
    He was suddenly overwhelmed with an intense desire to kiss her again. His fists instantly clenched, and he rammed them repeatedly onto the wood surface beneath him, fighting against the overwhelming urge to forget about everything he'd come here to do. 
 
    Hannah suddenly blurted out, "And what exactly do you mean when you say I'm not who I think I am? That is quite possibly the stupidest thing anyone has ever said to me. I am well aware of who I am and where I come from." 
 
    His gaze drifted up to meet hers. 
 
    "Hannah," he said guardedly, as if it pained him, "you have no idea about your past." 
 
    There. It was out. He'd said it. Now, there was no taking it back. 
 
    "What in the hell are you talking about? Now, you're really making me mad. Are all of you Russians such lunatics? I mean, really. For a while there, I was thinking you were kinda normal, but I guess you must've dropped out of a stork from outer space or came out of a worm hole from the center of the universe—" 
 
    Alexander cut her short. His eyes locked with hers. 
 
    "—I know about your Timing ability, Hannah." 
 
    She didn't move. Her eyes glistened like liquid mirrors. 
 
    She saw the candles pulsing on the nearby altar and noticed their reflections gleaming across one side of his face. 
 
    My God, she thought, who is this guy? How does he know about my Timing? Her intuition about him had been right. He wasn't good. She needed to get out of here… but she couldn't run with a walking boot. Or could she? 
 
    Everything in her said Go. Get outta here. Leave before it's too late. 
 
    She had to try. 
 
    Without even thinking, Hannah bolted down the aisle. 
 
    She made it all the way to the foyer door when Alexander hooked an arm around her waist. But she was quick to respond with a knee to his groin. He cursed and momentarily lost his grip on her. She yanked the door open and flung her body out into the foyer but his hand caught the heel of her snow boot. They tumbled down into the straw right next to a donkey and three wise men. There, they rolled like two logs on a millpond, all while she poked, spat, and fought against him. 
 
    It wasn't long though before she realized her resistance was futile. 
 
    This was exactly what Alexander had expected from her. And there was absolutely no way of getting around it. He had to do it. 
 
    He finally got her under control by straddling himself across her midsection and stretching her arms high above her head to where his hands gripped tightly around her wrists. 
 
    In this position, they both caught their breath. She had pieces of straw in her hair, and beads of perspiration had formed along his forehead. 
 
    Then, without warning, he pressed his lips down on her so hard that she whimpered. 
 
    This time, though, she'd had enough. She used every last ounce of her strength to wrestle an arm loose from his grip and, once it was free, she slapped it straight across his face. 
 
    It stung—both his face and her hand. 
 
    And it was then when Alexander came to terms with his fate—he'd pushed her too far… and now there was no going back. 
 
    The time for love and understanding between them was irrevocably lost. 
 
    And he hadn't even told her the worst of it. 
 
    Alexander sighed. 
 
    He'd crossed the bridge of no return. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 47—TRUTHS 
 
    "I need you to hear me out, Hannah. Without interruption and without that heinous mouth of yours." 
 
    He was on top of her again, holding her down to the ground. 
 
    She rolled her eyes at him. 
 
    He answered with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    She rolled her head away from him and stared up at a glass window depicting the Great Flood. 
 
    He'd let her go, he said, only after she would promise not to make a dash for it. 
 
    And he reminded her—in no uncertain terms—that even if she did run, he'd eventually catch her. 
 
    Alexander waited for some sort of acknowledgement from her. 
 
    Finally, she conceded to his request with a mumbled word which sounded like okay. 
 
    So now she was standing in the chapel foyer with her back to him. And without even a glance in his direction, Hannah threw out the first question. 
 
    "So, how do you know about my ability to Time?" 
 
    "Easy. I saw the locket. And," he continued, "I followed you once." 
 
    It took a minute for the words to sink in. When it did, she spun around, disbelief etched across her face. "How did you—" Hannah stopped mid-sentence as it dawned on her. "You mean you—" 
 
    "Yes, I'm a Timer, too." 
 
    "My father warned me of others." 
 
    "He was right to." 
 
    "Should I be worried about you?" 
 
    This time, Alexander looked away. 
 
    Call it curiosity, call it shock, but whatever it was kept Hannah calm. 
 
    Somehow, though—even knowing she was in danger—she still couldn't bring herself to run away from him. Not again. At least not before she found out everything there was to know about him. And herself. 
 
    Several minutes went by before either of them spoke again. 
 
    He was waiting for her to digest the things he'd already shared with her. 
 
    She was rewinding her memories to see how she could have missed it. 
 
    Eventually, Hannah plopped down on a bale of straw right next to the manger and leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees and her chin on her hands. 
 
    Alexander was on a bale right across from her. Watching her. And then, out of nowhere, he shook his head almost imperceptibly. God, just the sight of that diamond ring on her finger made him want to puke. He wasn't a fool. He'd known immediately where it had come from. 
 
    His back elongated, and his voice was suddenly more forceful. "There is something else you need to know. Something even more important." 
 
    Hannah dropped her hands and looked up, a thin glaze of impatience covering her eyes. 
 
    She stared right at him. "Just tell me." 
 
    Alexander stood up and walked directly in front of her to where his feet were nearly touching hers. "May I sit by you?" 
 
    "What difference does it make?" she said coldly, moving over to make sure there was ample space between them so they didn't touch. 
 
    "Look at me, Hannah," he said. 
 
    "I don't want to." 
 
    "Do it." 
 
    She let her eyes drift toward him so he could see just a sliver of blue. But her face didn't budge. 
 
    His gaze seared into a slice of hers. And when Alexander spoke, he did so with unwavering steadiness. 
 
    "Vance Bailey is not your father." He held up a hand and corrected himself. "Not your real father, I mean." 
 
    Hannah's teeth clenched and nostrils flared. 
 
    Her voice came out in a low, hissing sound. "What? What are you talking about? How is that even possible? You're delirious. Insane. You're… you're either lying or just plain nuts." 
 
    Pure anger set in. She stood and began to pace back and forth until she all at once stopped and threw every last emotion right at him. 
 
    "What's going on here, Alexander?" she yelled. "Are you saying my entire life is a lie? I mean, first my father dies, and then you tell me he's not even my father? And that obviously implies that my mother was married to someone else…" 
 
    Alexander could see all of her gears operating in full panic mode, like a cornered animal with no way of escaping. 
 
    Hannah brought her face to within centimeters of his. "What exactly are you talking about, Alexander? And why are you telling me this now? And how is it that you happen to be the one delivering the news?" 
 
    "If you stop yelling," he said coolly, "I'll explain everything." 
 
    She glared at him. "Well, you'd better start explaining—" 
 
    "Fine. But no interruptions." 
 
    "I'll interrupt if I feel like it," she retorted. 
 
    "I mean it, Hannah." 
 
    "No way. How come everything always has to be on your terms? For once, I want something on my own terms, something I'm in complete control of." 
 
    She fought back tears that had appeared out of nowhere. 
 
    "What do you want from me?" she finally asked him, hurt laced throughout her voice. 
 
    "You need to know the truth." 
 
    * 
 
    He sat across from her and gave it to her straight. 
 
    "You were Timed as an infant—" he paused before adding, "—from another era." 
 
    The look she gave him was one of complete disbelief. "And I'm supposed to believe this coming from someone who hasn't been completely honest with me from the start. How do I know what you're telling me is for real?" 
 
    "Hannah, think about it. If I wasn't telling you the truth, how would I have known you were a Timer? There are things I know—honestly, things I sometimes wish I didn't—that I need to come clean about." 
 
    She pressed her thumb and index finger hard above the bridge of her nose and released them after several seconds. "Look, I'm still in shock about the whole time travel thing and all of that kind of stuff. I mean, being able to see my dad again… it was like a miracle, like I'd died and gone to heaven. And to think that I can go anytime and be with him whenever I want." She grew suddenly quiet. "When did you follow me?" 
 
    "In Alaska, when you met up with your father." 
 
    She ran a hand through her hair. "But where exactly?" 
 
    "You were waiting by an old shed, and your dad was inside doing something." 
 
    "In the woods…" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "I thought I felt something." 
 
    "Timers typically have heightened senses." 
 
    She nodded faintly. "I've noticed it already, I think." 
 
    She squinted at him. "Alexander, why are you telling me all of this now?" 
 
    "To protect you." He paused. "Hannah, I don't think you fully understand… you are in danger." 
 
    "Why? What would anyone want with me?" 
 
    "It's because of your past." 
 
    "What about it?" 
 
    "Simple. My mission was to find you and keep you from realizing your powers." 
 
    "So you failed." It was more of a statement than a question. 
 
    "Yes, in a roundabout way, you could say that. But, I also like to think that, at least in some way, I gained your trust." 
 
    Hannah assumed a poker face. She wasn't about to give him the satisfaction of thinking he had one up on her. She'd at least learned that much from her mother—emotions showed weakness, particularly when displayed to someone of Alexander's stature. 
 
    "Who are you really, Alexander? Is that really even your name?" 
 
    Just then, a loud buzzing noise moved over the top of them, almost like ten thousand swarms of bees. It was followed by an unusually strong gust of wind that shook the walls of the church like a shiver. 
 
    Hannah frowned. "What is it?" 
 
    Alexander's face drew in as he looked up. "Damn it. I should have felt it. I'm so caught up here, I let my guard down. I should have seen them coming. Hannah, get into the chapel!" 
 
    "What? What are you talking about?" 
 
    "The Sperari, they're almost here," Alexander yelled. "Get in there—now!" 
 
    From out of nowhere the advice of her father lingered. Don't trust anyone, she remembered him telling her. 
 
    How could she be sure Alexander hadn't led them right to her? The real question—the one that left a curdling sensation in her mouth—was whether or not she could even trust him. Who was to say what his true intentions were? Why should she follow him? 
 
    But then again right at that very moment, she realized she didn't really even have a choice. 
 
    They sprinted back into the sanctuary and crawled underneath the pews. 
 
    Panting, they both locked eyes for a split second and then, with their heads hovering just centimeters above the floor, they listened intently for any sounds above them. 
 
    A sinister silence fell over the church. 
 
    "I think they're gone," Hannah whispered. 
 
    Alexander's gaze darted randomly around them. 
 
    "I really think they left," she whispered again. 
 
    He joggled his head sideways a couple of times. 
 
    And then all hell broke loose above them. 
 
    The deafening sound was as if every bell around the globe were tolling continuously. 
 
    Windows shattered into smithereens. Every light went dark. Balls of fire shot in through the windows. 
 
    All Hannah could hear was a constant ringing and buzzing. 
 
    My God, maybe they are coming for us, she thought. 
 
    Alexander yelled at her as loudly as he could. But it was no use. She couldn't hear him. 
 
    He crawled on his stomach until he was right next to her. His hands were bleeding, and shards of glass poked out from his skin, hair, and clothes. 
 
    He cupped his hands near her ear and screamed, "Hannah, Time away!" 
 
    But he still wasn't sure if she'd heard him. 
 
    She hadn't. Couldn't. Everything was too loud above them. 
 
    But she had recognized one word by the way his lips had moved: Time. 
 
    Instinctively, she grabbed onto her locket. And before what was happening had even really registered in her mind, Hannah was swirling away into another existence. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 48—FINAL DANCE 
 
    The quiet which met her on the other side was so profound that Hannah felt momentarily deaf. 
 
    For a time, she wondered if she was dreaming, but after orienting herself to her surroundings, she realized with a surge of satisfaction that she'd come right to the spot she'd envisioned… right to the place where she'd hoped she would be. 
 
    She'd Timed to Aspen—one of her favorite places—a playground in every season and a frequent destination for their family vacations. 
 
    She was in a high mountain meadow. It was a familiar spot she enjoyed hiking to each time they were on vacation, only now the season had transformed the meadow into a snowy wonderland punctuated with stands of white-barked Aspens. 
 
    She'd never been to this spot in the winter. 
 
    Out of nowhere, almost as if a pronouncement of her arrival, snowflakes the size of quarters began to fall all around her, gliding like yawns to the Earth's surface in lazy, protracted motions. 
 
    Just like when she'd Timed before, her clothes had adapted to her new surroundings, and she felt snug and toasty in spite of the inclement weather. 
 
    Hannah felt like a little girl again, as if she'd instantly stripped away a decade of time's passing. 
 
    Perhaps it was the place itself, or maybe it was just the ambiance of it, but whatever it was caused her to empty her head of all worries and cares, and simply enjoy the beauty of nature surrounding her. 
 
    She tilted her face to the sky and felt the flakes powder her cheeks and forehead. She opened her mouth and tasted their drops of wetness. She closed her eyes and let them tickle her nose and lashes. 
 
    Afterwards, she used the cape which hung wide around her body to dry her face, and then she just stood there, absorbing the tranquility of the surroundings in an effort to silence her pounding heart. 
 
    She was still reeling from her narrow escape, and yet she couldn't help but feel a growing sense of ease. The feeling was heightened by the soothing hush of snowfall blanketing the forest all around her. 
 
    Alexander crept into her thoughts. She shook her head and immediately banished every thought of him, willing her mind to return to the peacefulness of the moment. 
 
    She was more than just a little pleased at herself for managing to land in the exact place she'd pictured in her head. 
 
    Her mind had powered her destination. 
 
    For the first time, she'd used her own powers—and gone exactly to the place she'd thought of when clutching her locket. 
 
    It made her feel incredible. Almost invincible. Like nothing was out of her reach. 
 
    She was strangely blissful, as if Timing had given her a second chance at life, a fresh new beginning she'd been subconsciously craving. 
 
    She let herself fall backwards into the fluffy white stuff, fluttering her arms and legs as she'd done when she was younger. 
 
    When she got up, she brushed off chunks of snow still clinging to her clothes and turned to inspect her work. 
 
    The snow angel was perfect. 
 
    Geez, it had been ages since she'd made one. Too long, really. 
 
    Why did it all of the sudden seem like she'd gotten too old for fun? 
 
    And when exactly had she come closer to being an adult than a child? 
 
    Her life had turned too serious. She didn't want it that way. 
 
    Perhaps that was the advantage of her Timing ability. She could do anything, be anything, go anywhere she wanted. 
 
    So what if people were after her? She could escape and travel anywhere, at any time. How many people could say that? 
 
    And she couldn't wait to see her father again— 
 
    The thought of him suddenly jolted her back into reality. 
 
    Hold on a second… 
 
    Alexander had said that he wasn't really her father. 
 
    But that just wasn't possible. There was no way. It simply couldn't be. He was terribly wrong… terrifically mistaken. 
 
    She would figure out the details and explain everything to Alexander, and then he would see that he'd made an error. 
 
    She'd just scooped up a handful of snow when she caught movement out of the corner of her eye. 
 
    A figure in a dark cloak weaved in and out of the trees, and was making progress toward her. 
 
    Her hand moved over her locket, but this time she held steady in her tracks and waited to see who it was. 
 
    After a few seconds, her hand fell to her side, and a grin spread across her face. 
 
    It was Alexander. He'd come for her. 
 
    He ran to her with such a sense of urgency that she couldn't turn him away. 
 
    He took her into his arms, spinning her around so her feet hovered above the ground. He peppered her with kisses all over her face and throat. 
 
    "Wow," she laughed, "you act as if you haven't seen me in years." 
 
    "Any time away from you is too long." 
 
    He pulled her to one side of him and gripped an arm around her waist. 
 
    "How did you know how to find me?" she murmured into his ear. 
 
    "Tracking. You'll develop the skill, too," he said matter-of-factly, "although I must say, you were more difficult to find than most." 
 
    "Really?" It surprised her to hear this. 
 
    "Yeah, usually it takes me a few minutes. You took me over an hour." 
 
    "Well then, I must be awfully good at it." 
 
    "Probably too skilled for your own good," he said with a smirk. 
 
    For a while they walked without a purpose or destination, both of them simply content to be together. 
 
    "I'm glad you're okay," he finally whispered, stopping to face her. 
 
    She nodded. "You too." 
 
    "Is your leg alright?" 
 
    "Sore a bit," she shrugged, "but I think it's probably good I'm getting some exercise." 
 
    "Is it warm enough?" 
 
    "Yeah, it actually is. This cover thing really does work well." She looked away and then back at him. "Will they come for us here, Alexander?" 
 
    "Possibly," he said, staring ahead of them, "if we stayed for a day, perhaps longer. It takes time for them to get a sense of where someone is located and, even then, not everyone has tracking abilities." He squeezed her hand. "We're safe for now. Come on." 
 
    As they continued walking, he noticed her frequent sideways glances in his direction. He could see her eyes overflowing with questions… questions he knew he still had to answer. 
 
    But he wanted to treasure the moment. And savor his time with her. 
 
    Who knew if they would ever have time like this again? 
 
    Out of the blue, Alexander stopped and faced her, arranging their arms as if they were ballroom dancing. 
 
    "Alexander, what in the heck are you doing?" 
 
    "I want to dance with you." 
 
    "In the snow?" 
 
    "Why not?" he grinned. 
 
    The crazy dream of him in the school parking lot rushed into Hannah's mind once again, but she pushed it away. Stop being ridiculous, she told herself. He cares for you and would never do anything to hurt you. 
 
    They moved together in quiet stillness, the only sounds the tamping of their feet on the snow, and the whirring of the snowflakes drifting around them. He twirled her, guiding her with his hand along her back and then he dipped her low, to where her head almost skimmed the ground. He held her there while he tenderly kissed her neck. 
 
    Hannah's eyes closed, just as her memory filed a snapshot of the moment, and her body captured the essence of his hold on her. 
 
    When he pulled her back to him, she opened her mouth to say something, but he shushed her and smiled. 
 
    She grinned. 
 
    There was no question about it. She couldn't, hadn't ever been able to resist his charm. 
 
    And now here she was with him, actually enjoying herself while she knew in her heart that he was the bearer of news likely to change her life… and probably not for the better. 
 
    It was as if both of them were taking pleasure in what they knew would be their final dance together. 
 
    "Later," he murmured into her ear, just as he squeezed her hand. "I'll explain everything." 
 
    And then, for a while longer, they strolled along hand-in-hand. 
 
    She surprised him with a snowball which smacked him right in the back of his head, and then, in a sudden move of retaliation, he ambushed her with a whitewashing to her face. 
 
    And as she lay in the snow giggling, with frosty bits of snow embedded in the black strands of her hair, just the sight of her beneath him took his breath away. 
 
    She was the most beautiful girl he'd ever set his eyes upon. 
 
    She nuzzled against the hand he'd cupped on the side of her face and smiled up at him. Her dimple was an exclamation point of expression, a tiny portal into her heart, exuding affection when she was happy, and retracting like a turtle's head when she was angry. 
 
    He'd never met anyone like her. And it floated on the tip of his tongue until he could no longer hold back. 
 
    "I love you, Hannah." 
 
    The look exchanged between them was a meeting of their souls. 
 
    She could barely find her voice. 
 
    "I love you, too, Alexander." 
 
    * 
 
    For as long as he could, Alexander prolonged the serenity around them, the magical aura between them. And when at last he knew he could no longer delay, he despised himself for having to be the one to break it. 
 
    Yet he knew he'd put it off long enough. He was torn but nevertheless obligated. He had to be honest with Hannah and tell her. She deserved to know. And now, there was simply no getting around it. 
 
    She was sitting beside him on a waterproof layer of material he'd placed on the snow. 
 
    "I do love you, Hannah," he finally managed to say, "which is why I have to tell you everything. What I'm about to say is extremely difficult, but important… especially for your future." 
 
    As if sensing the coming storm of words, the wind picked up, and the snow began to come down at an angle. 
 
    Hannah shivered and tightened the wrap around her. 
 
    "Come closer to me," he said. "Like this." He pulled her into the crook of his knee, so she sat perpendicular to him, and wrapped the edge of his cloak around her. 
 
    Hannah cuddled up next to him. She felt as if she almost couldn't get close enough, as if somehow sensing that what he was going to tell her might change things between them forever. 
 
    She knew firsthand that sometimes loving someone was not enough to keep them near. 
 
    They stayed this way for a while, both of them enjoying the exquisiteness of snowfall, yet neither was able to dismiss the black cloud of truth which was fast approaching. 
 
    He soaked in everything about her, all of her intricacies he'd grown to cherish and adore. 
 
    The hood of her cloak which outlined her face like the Virgin Mary's halo. The curve of her nose, cherry-colored from the constant chill. And her smooth, alabaster skin which always reminded him of the ocean's froth, at the edge of waves, where the water meets sand. 
 
    The snow gradually let up and was now drifting from the sky rather than being driven from it. The wind had also died down except for an occasional gust. 
 
    Alexander sighed and brought his face level with Hannah's. She turned away, but he gently caught her cheek and brought her gaze back to him. Unwavering, he looked her straight in the eye, his pitch-black stare only interrupted by an occasional snowflake. 
 
    He spoke slowly and deliberately and without hesitation. "The truth is, Hannah, I was sent here to kill you." 
 
    Shock clouded her face. Her mouth dropped open. "What? This has got to be some sort of mistake—" 
 
    "It's real, Hannah. I wouldn't lie about something like this." 
 
    "First, you tell me my dad is really not my dad, and then you tell me that you're supposed to kill me." 
 
    "You don't understand—" 
 
    "Oh. My. God." Her eyes went stone cold and looked past him. Her voice carried a note of desperation. "It was you. My accident. You were the one who caused my accident. My brakes to fail." 
 
    Hannah refocused her gaze and directed it on Alexander. 
 
    He wouldn't look at her. 
 
    Sarcasm laced her tone, "Oh, yeah, and by the way, Hannah, in between all of that, I also actually loved you." 
 
    She threw back the edge of his cloak and scrambled to her feet. "How could you pretend to love me while trying to kill me?" She looked to the sky. "This is a nightmare." Her sword of a gaze fell back on him. "You are nothing but a fake, Alexander. And a jerk. Go home to Russia, and leave me alone." 
 
    He stood up and caught her arm. 
 
    "Hannah, you don't understand, I've betrayed everything I am, everything I've ever known so you can know the truth." 
 
    She pressed her face close to his, not even trying to hide her disgust, her dismay. "Alexander, did you or did you not try to kill me?" 
 
    "Yes, Hannah, I did." His eyes filled with tears. "And every day since, a part of me has died knowing it. What I did was horrible. Wrong. But it was my job, Hannah. My profession. Please try and understand. Now though, I am willing to die… so that you can know the truth." 
 
    "Why on Earth would you die?" 
 
    "I've betrayed them." 
 
    "Who?" 
 
    "Those who sent me to kill you." 
 
    "Who are you talking about?" 
 
    "The Sperari." 
 
    She shook her head vigorously, trying to make sense of it all. "But if you worked for them, why did you turn against them?" 
 
    "To keep you safe and help you to know the truth." 
 
    "Safe? Safe from who? You?" 
 
    "No, Hannah. It's complicated. There's much more to it. Even if I explain things, you can't fully understand what I am talking about… it has to be lived, experienced." 
 
    "Alexander, I've had enough of this craziness. I'm just going to Time away. I—I can't handle this." 
 
    "No! You must know, Hannah. Now. You will learn everything soon enough—if not from me then from someone else. Trust me when I say that I want the best for you. Sometimes the things we least want to do are the things we most need to do. This is one of those things. This is one of those times. Please, hear me out." 
 
    "I don't think I can handle it." 
 
    "You can, I know it." His voice softened. "You must." 
 
    She managed a barely discernible nod. 
 
    "Look… I'm sure your father let you in on what all of this means." 
 
    "Yeah, well apparently he left some important things out." 
 
    "It all comes down to power… and control. Some crave power and entice people by promising to help them. They extend a helping hand and, while you reach for it, they use their other hand to take hold around your neck." His voice lowered. "And once their grip is firm, rarely do they ever let go." 
 
    "The Protectorate," she said without emotion. 
 
    "Exactly. Your father must have told you." 
 
    Hannah brought the back of her hand to her forehead. "What does this have to do with you and me?" 
 
    Alexander went on. "Everything. Look, Hannah, why do you love your animals? Because they need you… it makes you feel good to do something for them, or for anyone that needs you. The people I fight against—we fight against—essentially warp this process. In their twisted, corrupted minds they convince themselves that they love you, and are helping you, when in fact, the only thing they desire is power." 
 
    Her voice deepened. "Alexander, who are you really?" 
 
    He looked sideways, and his mouth clamped down hard. 
 
    "You're not going to tell me, are you?" 
 
    His hands dug into his pockets. "Of course I'm going to tell you… it's just difficult." 
 
    "I'm leaving, Alexander. You can enjoy deciphering your coded messages by yourself. I've had enough." 
 
    "Hannah—" 
 
    She stormed off, her footsteps making a trail in the snow behind her. She wasn't sure where she was headed, but she didn't even care. Anywhere but here, she thought. Tears gathered at the corners of her eyes, but she was too angry to unleash them and too bitter to let herself break down. 
 
    She knew it had all been too good to be true. 
 
    So all this time, Alexander had been trying to get close to her—not to love her—but to kill her. 
 
    Well, he'd almost had his way. 
 
    He ran to catch up to her and grabbed her by the elbow. 
 
    She wrenched it free from him. 
 
    "Leave me alone, Alexander," she shrieked. "And go to hell." 
 
    He caught both of her wrists this time and forced her to stop and look at him. 
 
    "No, Hannah," he said just as forcefully. "I'm not going to leave you alone." 
 
    "Who are you? Tell me. I deserve to know." 
 
    "My operative name is Sicarius." 
 
    "Sicarius?" 
 
    "It's Latin." 
 
    "What does it mean?" 
 
    He looked directly into her eyes. "Assassin." 
 
    "You're an assassin?" She took a few steps away from him. 
 
    "I was—that's who I used to be, Hannah. And I was good, one of the best in the world." 
 
    "But you still are—you tried to eliminate me, Alexander. You tried to murder me. And nearly succeeded. Why don't you just kill me now and get it over with," she shouted. "I just don't understand." Her head was in her hands. No longer could she hold back the tears. "Why are you telling me all of this?" 
 
    "I'm telling you that I've changed. I don't want that life anymore. It's not worth it to me. Ever since the first day I saw you, I've loved you." 
 
    She broke down sobbing, completely overwhelmed with trying to process everything he was telling her. 
 
    He approached her slowly and put a hand on her back. And then he held her. 
 
    Hannah cried in his arms for a few minutes. When her crying subsided, she looked up at Alexander. 
 
    "How did you know you loved me? You irritated the heck out of me that day in the parking lot. I thought you were a jerk… and a weirdo." 
 
    He wiped away the moisture from her face. "By then, I'd already fallen for you," he said softly. "By then, I'd already noticed you, Hannah. I was there—at the lake—right before your father went missing." 
 
    She looked up at him in complete disbelief. 
 
    He went on. "I was watching you with your friends. And then again at your father's funeral. Ever since that day at the funeral, Hannah, there was something about you. Something which drew me to you. Watching you stand behind your father's coffin, it was as though I was seeing my soul mate for the first time. You can't even begin to imagine the angst that it caused, the mixed feelings I had deep inside of me, knowing the obligation I was sent here to fulfill. My orders were to get to know you, get close to you, and, yes, eventually eliminate you. 
 
    "But meeting you… getting to know you changed all of that. You changed me, caused me to see things differently. And gradually everything became more difficult in relation to my assignment. Things were no longer simply black and white, good or evil. I really began to understand that we are all a mixture of good and bad… love and hate… sorrow and joy." 
 
    "But why did you still try and kill me?" 
 
    "Obligation. Loyalty. And now, they will hunt me down like no other because I have betrayed them." 
 
    "Who will hunt you down?" 
 
    "The Sperari." 
 
    "Are they the ones I should be careful of?" 
 
    He shrugged and wiped his hands on his cape. "Yes… well, no, not exactly. It's not that simple. To tell you the truth, I'm not really certain anymore." 
 
    "Are you really from Russia then? A Russian?" 
 
    He nodded. "I'm former KGB—that's Russian Secret Service—born in 1920. I lived in Kiev, in the Ukraine, and when the Germans came through my homeland during the Second World War, destroying everything in their path, they murdered most of my family. I saw what pure evil can do, Hannah. I saw the trains full of people heading west. Most of them never returned. I vowed to avenge Germany and Hitler in any way I could. So, I went undercover." He shrugged. "The Russian officials used me for a variety of missions. I was quite effective because of my Timing abilities, which I managed to keep hidden. But when I finally came to realize Communism was little better than Fascism—that I was simply trading one evil for another—I broke out on my own. I Timed forward to present-day. Came to the United States. And eventually, through mutual connections, that's when I met Hans and Sophie Scholl. They run the Sperari, based out of Switzerland." 
 
    "Who are they?" Hannah asked. 
 
    "Former Germans who hated Adolf Hitler as much as I did. Plus they are Timers, like you and I." 
 
    "Mmm. Still though, I don't understand what all of this has to do with me." 
 
    He put a hand up in front of him. "Hold on, I'm getting there. With their help, I discovered a secret so inconceivable and so mind-blowing it would shock the world if anyone ever exposed it. Even today, nothing would be the same if this secret were revealed." 
 
    "What is the big secret?" 
 
    "Hannah, you are the secret." 
 
    "Me?" She seemed unimpressed. 
 
    "Yes, you." 
 
    "Alexander, now you've really lost me." 
 
    "You don't understand because I haven't revealed the most important piece of the puzzle." 
 
    He took both of her hands and, for a split second, she thought he was going do something really outrageous—like propose to her. 
 
    Instinctively, she stepped back, half-afraid of what he might say. Then, she peered up at him from behind the crease of contorted brows. "Well, what is it?" 
 
    "Hannah, your birth—your entire existence—has been kept a secret for almost a hundred years." 
 
    Her face became a myriad of mixed sentiments. 
 
    This time, he'd gotten her attention. 
 
    And then all of a sudden, she could tell that whatever it was she was about to hear would irrevocably alter the course of her entire life. 
 
    Everything in her said resist. 
 
    Stop it from happening. 
 
    Stop him from telling you. 
 
    You'll wish you'd never known. 
 
    She pleaded with him. "Alexander, please don't. Please don't do this to me—I… I don't think I can take it. Everything is already such a mess. My mom is in outer space, and she's going to marry again and sell the ranch. My dad is gone, and who knows if and when I'll ever see him again… Boone is dead, and I know you hated him, but it was awful for me to have him die. Please, if all you're going to do is hurt me… please, I beg you, Alexander… please, just walk away." 
 
    "No, that's just not possible. I'm involved now, Hannah. You must know everything. For your own good. Even though it pains me terribly to tell you, I have no choice. Please try and understand." 
 
    "But I don't want to know." 
 
    "You have to know. You must know." 
 
    Alexander placed his hands on top of her shoulders. His mouth was parched, and his heart beat wildly. 
 
    And as each second brought him closer to telling her the truth, the hangman's noose tightened mercilessly around his neck. His eyes widened. The planks beneath him rattled and began to loosen. Only seconds remained before their complete withdrawal from underneath his feet and then… crack… his neck would break, and his body would squirm like a mouse in a trap, dangling and wrangling until every last trace of life was depleted. 
 
    Alexander shook his head and forced the image from his mind. Still, he knew what was coming. 
 
    He knew his fate. 
 
    Just as soon as I tell her, he thought, I will be dead to her. 
 
    In spite of everything, he forged ahead. 
 
    He'd abandoned his mission to kill her. Soon though, they would send someone to replace him. 
 
    She had to be told. 
 
    The words spilled from his mouth before he could stop them. 
 
    "Hannah, you're the daughter of Adolf Hitler." 
 
    The words hit her like a thousand knives all over her body. Color drained from her face. She sank to her knees. From somewhere, she found her voice. 
 
    "You—you can't be serious… you have to be wrong… misguided. There's no way. That's not even possible." 
 
    Alexander lifted her up from the ground. "It's the truth, Hannah. I swear it." 
 
    She began to step backwards, away from him, turning to look over her shoulder every so often so as not to back into a tree. 
 
    "Leave me… alone," she mouthed to him. 
 
    Alexander stood motionless for a time and then slowly began to follow her. "Please, Hannah, I just—" 
 
    She made it to the edge of the aspen grove and from there she screamed, "Stop! Don't come any closer. I mean it." She was too numb for tears. "It was you I loved most, Alexander. You I wanted. Ever since the day we went rock climbing. You—do you hear me? And now you've ruined all of that. You've wrecked my life. Left me with nothing. I hope you're satisfied." 
 
    "Hannah, you don't understand," he said. "I did this because I love you… can't you see that?" 
 
    She stopped behind a tree. 
 
    She had no chance of escaping if she ran, she knew that. She was fully prepared to Time away… but where would she go? Who would she Time to? Now she couldn't possibly go to her father. Especially if he wasn't really her father… 
 
    She didn't belong anywhere. 
 
    And now… she didn't belong to anyone. 
 
    Her hand hovered near her locket. Her leg was throbbing. She needed to do something and do it fast. 
 
    She couldn't stay here with him any longer. She couldn't stand the pain, the hurt, the turmoil he'd wreaked upon her. 
 
    Then, it suddenly hit her: Olga. The red-haired lady. 
 
    She would go to her. And find out what she knew. 
 
    It was the only place left for her to go. 
 
    She'd said to summon her. 
 
    All along, Olga must have known about her past… her secrets. 
 
    Hannah stepped out from behind the tree and faced Alexander. 
 
    They were ten, possibly twelve feet apart, but Hannah's heart was now in another galaxy. 
 
    "If you truly love me Alexander, you'll stop. Right there. And promise to never follow me again. Promise to never try and find me. I can never again trust you to be in my life." She screeched at the top of her lungs, "Promise me!" 
 
    But he couldn't. He was speechless. Deadened. His body felt like a shell occupied by some foreign being. 
 
    It was even worse than he'd feared. She'd been through so much already. And now this… this had sent her into the abyss. 
 
    Possibly even to hell and beyond. 
 
    Maybe he should have just followed his orders and eliminated her… but that would only have killed him in a different way. 
 
    He loved her… more than he'd ever loved anyone. 
 
    And just as Alexander went to tell her this, Hannah ducked behind a tree and clutched tightly onto her locket, swirling away from him for one final time. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 49—AWAY 
 
    "I've been expecting you." 
 
    Olga von Bach sat in a chair fit for royalty. It was situated at one end of a grand, rectangular ballroom, its velvet cushions offset by intricate woodwork which culminated, along the highest arch of its back, into the head of a lion. 
 
    Hannah stood before her, absorbing her new surroundings with the air of a tourist. 
 
    Every wall in the room was traced with elaborate panels and moldings. Script-like medallions circled the base of the light fixtures. Several mirrors and paintings gave the space a lively pulse which played the elements of natural and grandiose off one another in complementing fashion. 
 
    Eventually, her gaze returned to Olga. 
 
    The woman sat with her back poised gracefully, the vision all at once reminding Hannah of a cat. But this wasn't just any scraggly mouser or mangy alley cat. This cat was regal, majestic, self-absorbed—exactly the type of cat that perched arrogantly on a windowsill, tail dangling below him in the perfect shape of a comma, fully satisfied with the knowledge of his mastery over owners and kingdom. 
 
    Hannah moved across the room in the direction of her hostess, her every footstep leaving echoes behind her. 
 
    When she was finally close enough, she stopped and met Olga's stare with a look of wonder. 
 
    "It's you," Hannah whispered. 
 
    Olga nodded. 
 
    "You knew I was coming?" Hannah asked in flawless French. 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    "How did you know?" 
 
    "Such things come to me naturally." 
 
    "How is it that I—" 
 
    Olga finished her sentence. "Can speak fluently?" Her lips curved, and she purred a low chortle. "Timing is just that way, my dear. It allows us to adjust seamlessly into our surroundings." 
 
    "Where are we?" 
 
    "See for yourself." Olga pointed to some nearby windows with her gaze. 
 
    Hannah made her way over to the glass. When she saw it, she couldn't help but gasp. 
 
    "Is that really the Eiffel Tower?" 
 
    "Yes, it is. 
 
    "I cannot believe this," Hannah mumbled. 
 
    "Yes, well believe it. You are in Paris." 
 
    "I've always wondered what it would look like in person." 
 
    "Now you know." 
 
    Hannah stared out the window for some time. When she at last turned around to face Olga, she moved back toward the woman as if walking in a funeral procession, her face withdrawn and pale, stopping when she was within an arm's length of where the red-haired beauty was seated. 
 
    When Hannah finally spoke, her voice was worn and wrought with angst. "I have to know, Olga. Is it true?" 
 
    "Is what true, dear?" 
 
    "Am I—" she hesitated, "—am I his daughter?" 
 
    "Yes. You are," Olga didn't even flinch. "You are Hannah Hitler." 
 
    Hannah shuttered her eyes. She couldn't believe what she was hearing. It all felt like a bad dream, like something she would soon wake up from and walk downstairs into the arms of her father, the rancher. But it wasn't to be. Everything had changed. 
 
    She was no longer Hannah Bailey. 
 
    That person was gone. Vanished. Forever altered. 
 
    She now knew something of her past, but she'd never been farther from knowing the likely path of her future. 
 
    Nothing was certain or real anymore. In the span of less than a year, her life had taken a course that had left her shipwrecked. And her heart was the Titanic, wrecking, splitting, sinking into the bottom of her soul. 
 
    So Alexander hadn't been lying. Everything he'd said was true. 
 
    She was the daughter of a monster. 
 
    God, what was she going to do? What would her friends think? Her mom? How in the world would she even begin to pick up the pieces of her life after this? 
 
    It was all too much. 
 
    Too much for her to handle, too scary for her mind to come to grips with, too enormous for her broken heart to bear. 
 
    She'd turned her back to Olga. There was nothing left to say. 
 
    Hannah stood at the precipice of unimaginable sadness, at Hell's Canyon of despair. 
 
    Maybe—she thought for a fleeting second—maybe she should just jump in. 
 
    From behind her, a hand came to rest on her shoulder. 
 
    "I know what you're thinking, Hannah," Olga said softly. "Why you? Why would you be given this burden? What have you done wrong to deserve all of this heartache that has come your way? I know, dear… I can tell. Come, sweet child, turn and look at me." 
 
    Hannah rotated slowly around. Her head drooped, and her eyes were unable to focus on anything. 
 
    Olga went on. "In life, Hannah, it is seldom worthwhile to ask 'why this' or 'why that' because so frequently we do not know why, nor do we entirely understand. You see, my precious child, the answers to so many of the 'Why's' are reserved exclusively for God. They are, in fact, His way of showing us we are not Him. His way of demonstrating He is in charge. And not us, as we so often like to believe." She touched Hannah's face, just like she'd done in the dream, only this time her hand was soft and warm. "For some reason, Hannah, this is your destiny. This is who you were meant to be." 
 
    "But I don't want this." 
 
    "My dear, you don't have a choice. You cannot run from who you truly are." 
 
    Olga could sense Hannah's next thought even before the words formed on her lips, and she intercepted it. 
 
    "No. Don't allow yourself to go there. You are not a quitter." 
 
    "I need to sit down—" 
 
    "Of course," Olga soothed. She directed Hannah with a hand on her elbow. "Come… over here." 
 
    Hannah sat down on a sofa with Olga right beside her, and for a while they said nothing, both of them embroiled in their own thoughts. 
 
    Olga felt for the girl, she really did. But, unfortunately, all of this had been inevitable. Ever since the day Hannah was born, she'd known that this day would eventually come. And she'd also fully anticipated how difficult it would be for her… especially when the girl had just recently lost the man she believed to be her father. 
 
    There was still so much Hannah didn't know about, so many things that Olga wasn't even sure she would ever want her knowing. She cringed just thinking about it. 
 
    Hannah interrupted her thoughts. 
 
    She'd unhooked her locket from around her neck, and it was sitting open like a book in her hand. 
 
    "So is this my real mother?" 
 
    "Yes, it is." 
 
    "What is her name?" 
 
    "Eva Braun." 
 
    Hannah shook her head. "Eva?" 
 
    "She was your father's mistress—" 
 
    She nodded almost imperceptibly and quietly fastened the chain back around her neck. 
 
    All at once, Hannah stood up. "I have to go." 
 
    Concern spread across Olga's face as she got up from the sofa. "I think you should stay here with me, Hannah. For a while, at least." 
 
    "No," she said firmly. "I have to go." 
 
    "Go where?" 
 
    "Back to Germany," she looked straight into Olga's green eyes. "To meet them." 
 
    "Are you sure that's a good idea?" 
 
    "I have to. I have to lay eyes on them. I need to be there to deal this…" Hannah paused, a look of uncertainty clouding her face. "I just wonder…" 
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    "Will I be safe?" 
 
    "There are never any guarantees, Hannah." Olga folded her arms. "But if you choose to go, I can promise you one thing: I will be with you every step of the way, even if only in your dreams." 
 
    "My dreams?" 
 
    "Don't you remember? One of my talents," Olga pointed her nose in the air, "one of my many talents," she grinned, "is to be able to Time into people's dreams. Just like I did into yours. Through experience, I've found that it is sometimes less messy than Timing into people's real-time worlds." 
 
    "How did you know you could do it?" 
 
    "I experimented with it. You're also likely to find that you have hidden assets which will assist you in your endeavors." 
 
    "What will I do when I get to Germany?" 
 
    Olga hesitated before answering. She finally sighed. "If this is truly what you decide that you want, that you need… I will arrange everything. I just want you to be aware though of what you are getting into. It could be risky, even perilous at times. And, I just want you to be prepared for the fact that you might learn other things… things you may one day wish you didn't know." 
 
    "Will I know German?" 
 
    "Naturally," she gestured toward Hannah with her hand, "just as you are now with your French accent and stylish attire, when you Time to a different country, a different time period, you'll automatically assimilate in terms of language, costume, and culture." 
 
    A look of fierce determination spread across her face. "Olga, I just have to go. I must go. I have to find out about… them." She couldn't bring herself to say the words "real parents." "I have to see it for myself. You'll really help me?" 
 
    "If this is what you really think you need… why, of course, I'll help in every way I can," Olga promised. 
 
    "Well, I'm ready," Hannah declared. 
 
    "Now?" Olga just about dropped to the ground. 
 
    "I'm going right now," she said firmly, her gaze emblazoned with steel. "With or without your help." 
 
    "You're sure?" 
 
    "Uh-huh." Her hand curved loosely around the locket. 
 
    "Wait, Hannah. There are some things you will need to know. Sit with me for just a little while longer. There are things you will want to be armed with…" 
 
    Hannah digested her words and then nodded. 
 
    That afternoon, Olga gave her the crash course version of Timing—she talked about anything and everything she thought might be useful to Hannah in her endeavor. "Think of this as the simplified instruction booklet," she told her. 
 
    She gave her a knapsack full of items that might come handy, and she also offered her home as a base camp in case Hannah ever needed somewhere to stay. 
 
    When she was finished, Olga gave her a hug and then held her out at arm's length. "If this is what you truly wish, I will be with you, Hannah. Just remember that. And do be careful." 
 
    "I will." She stepped away from the woman and for some reason hesitated. "Olga?" 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "Thank you for everything." 
 
    "It is nothing. I wish there was more—" She looked away and then back again, "God be with you, Hannah." 
 
    Hannah nodded silently. 
 
    And then she slowly turned away. 
 
    Olga didn't see the teardrop that fell down her cheek… 
 
    A teardrop for all that had been and now wasn't… 
 
    A teardrop for all that now was and which might be… 
 
    Timing would now take Hannah straight into the heart of Nazi Germany. 
 
    She wrapped her fingers firmly around her locket. 
 
    Soon… very soon… she—Hannah Hitler—would meet face-to-face with her destiny and come full circle with the ghosts of her past. 
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