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			Chapter One

			July.

			Of all the times he’d imagined how he’d die, there’d been noise and gunfire and violent smoke that choked his breath. Sharp knives, rivers of blood, horrific screams, staccato gunfire, and for lack of a better term, war.

			But as Eli Campbell lay on his back, unable to breathe thanks to the crushing pain in his chest, his leg pinned to the ground by the armored vehicle that had overturned on a test drive, he almost felt like laughing. Of course death hadn’t come the way he’d thought it would. Nothing else in his life had gone according to plan. Why should this?

			The men who’d been with him on the drive and the guys back at the base were running toward him yelling, though he couldn’t make out the words. He waved his right arm, trying to indicate that he was fine, that there was nothing they could do. He wasn’t gone yet, but he knew it wouldn’t be long. There was no other reason for him to be seeing what he was.

			“Why are you here?” he asked the man who was standing beside the vehicle, staring down at him. “Come to gloat? To see me off?”

			His brother Noah’s face filled with fury and outrage. “No! Don’t you dare die on me, you son of a bitch! You think you’re going to get away with that? Hell, no. You’re not doing that to Mom and Dad, to Molly. To Grandma and Grandpa. And you’re not doing that to me. We haven’t fixed things yet. You hear me, Eli? Get your ass up. Come on, Eli! Get up, damn it!”

			The despair on his brother’s face broke his heart. As Noah ranted and raved at him, never taking his eyes from Eli’s as he paced, regret tore into Eli. What Noah said was true. They’d never had a chance to fix things, not really.

			So much of what had happened was Eli’s fault. Noah wasn’t innocent, not entirely, as he was a stubborn ass who had trust issues, but the majority of the blame for the rift in their relationship sat firmly on Eli’s shoulders. 

			Hell, if he was speaking bluntly, probably a good deal of Noah’s trust issues stemmed from his relationship with Eli. That was another regret Eli was going to carry to the grave, it appeared.

			He could have done something about the rift between them several times over the last four years since his wife Erica had died. Eli just hadn’t. He didn’t like admitting he was wrong.

			He regretted that decision now that he wouldn’t have a chance to make amends. “I’m sorry, Noah,” he whispered. “I should have tried. Tell everyone I’m sorry.”

			Though Noah was still shouting at him, he was fading away. In his place, a growing, searing, agonizing pain was making its way up Eli’s body.

			“He’s losing a lot of blood.” His captain cursed virulently as the team of medics worked to get a collar on Eli’s neck, a board under his back. “Get that tourniquet on there as tight as you can. Otherwise, as soon as we lift the truck, he’ll bleed out.”

			Within seconds, a tight band formed around his leg just below the knee, and the agony of it made him scream.

			“Hold on, Campbell. Just hold on, you hear me? We’ll get you out of this,” the captain said. “Ready?”

			Eli couldn’t draw enough breath to answer him. All his energy was focused on not passing out.

			When the captain nodded to the rest of the team, half of them lifted the truck and the other half scooted the board under Eli, simultaneously pulling him out from under the vehicle.

			For a brief instant, the pain that had him sweating was gone, vanished as though it had never been. But then it rushed back, ten times worse than before, and everything went black.

			“Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go! Get him to the ambulance. We don’t have any time to waste if we want a prayer of a chance of saving that leg,” he heard one of the medics say as he faded out. “Where’s the chopper?”

			And then he was gone.

			[image: ]

			When he became aware of his surroundings again he wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but he thought it hadn’t been a short time. His head was foggy but he managed to figure out he was in the air. The steady thrum of the engines echoed through the aircraft, and a firm hand touched his forehead. Another clasped his hand.

			“Sergeant Campbell, can you hear me? If you can, squeeze my hand.” A man’s voice, calm and steady.

			Eli squeezed, or tried to. He couldn’t tell whether he’d moved or not, but he must have succeeded because the voice responded.

			“Good. You’re on your way to Germany. You’ve been injured, but you’re stable. Are you in any pain?”

			It took several attempts, but he managed a hoarse “no.” Far from feeling pain, he was numb all over, buzzed. They must have given him something. 

			Everything was blurry when he tried to open his eyes. Deciding that might require too much energy, he kept them closed. Something told him he’d be better off that way, and he’d learned to listen to his gut instinct over the years.

			“Try to rest, Sergeant. We’ll be there before you know it.”

			“Family?” he asked carefully.

			“They’ve been notified.”

			Eli nodded, or thought he did. They’d be on their way to Germany, then. His mind flew back to seeing Noah beside him at the site of the wreck. Maybe he was imagining all this, and he was dead and didn’t realize it.

			“Should have asked him,” he mumbled.

			“What was that, sir?” the man asked.

			“My brother. Should have asked him what it was like, being dead. Never thought to do that before. Never thought of a lot of things.”

			“Of course, sir.”

			Eli sighed, letting the drugs take over. If he was dead, there’d be plenty time to figure that out, he guessed.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			 

			He couldn’t move. He needed to move, needed to pace. Needed to run his hands through his hair, tug on the ends, curse. He needed to feel the solidness of oak or mahogany beneath his palms as he worked it, turning it from little more than raw lumber into a work of art. But Noah Campbell couldn’t do any of that.

			Instead, he had to remain in his seat, thanks to the turbulence they’d encountered, grip the arms tightly, and try not to lose his mind. It wasn’t the flying or the travel that bothered him but the reason for it: Eli was hurt. And if Noah let himself think…

			His mother’s soft hand on his pulled him away from the hard focus he had on his tension. “How can I help?”

			Noah blew out a hard breath. “I’m fine. Are you?”

			Zanny smiled though worry lines bracketed her mouth. “I will be. And so will Eli. We have to believe that.”

			“Yeah. We do.” He glanced across her to the middle row of seats where his sister Molly and their father John sat. Molly was asleep, her head on John’s shoulder. 

			As though feeling the weight of Noah’s gaze, John turned his head. He lifted his chin in greeting and sent them a thumbs-up, but Noah could see he was deeply concerned and not just about Eli.

			Yesterday afternoon, Noah had scared everyone in the family nearly to death when he’d had the vision of Eli lying on the ground, dying. It was the most traumatic vision by far that Noah had ever had, and the experience had terrified his parents as much as the news about Eli.

			Ever since he was little, Noah had been able to see things so-called “normal” people weren’t open to seeing. He’d been four years old when he’d first started communicating with someone from the other side—his cousin Moira, who’d died before his father had even been born. The ability was one he’d inherited through his mother, one that had come as quite a surprise to everyone in the family, and that was even considering how unusual the Campbells were.

			Over the years, he’d learned to deal with the ability. Sometimes it got the upper hand, but most of the time Noah was able to keep things in check. Eighteen hours ago, however, that ability had literally knocked him to his knees when he’d seen Eli.

			There’d only been a couple of times over the years that Noah had felt such gut-wrenching despair, and none of his previous visions had in any way prepared him for what he’d gone through in John and Zanny’s backyard. He could live his entire life and never experience such a thing again, and he’d die a happy man.

			Certain Eli was gone, he’d been emotionally paralyzed by what he’d seen. It wasn’t until two hours later when his father had managed to get through to Eli’s commanding officer and find out the details of the accident that Noah had really started to recover, to come out of the fog the vision had left him in.

			“He’s not dead.” John gently shook Noah by his shoulders as he repeated the words over and over again until they started to penetrate Noah’s mind. “Do you hear me? He’s alive. He’s hurt, but he’s alive. Come on, Noah. You have to come back to us. We’re going to meet him in Germany, but I need you to come back to us first.”

			The last few hours were a blur of time that was filled with short, crystal-clear instances. A glance at his watch told him they still had four more hours to go before they reached Germany, assuming there weren’t any delays. 

			Noah didn’t know if he could handle it. If he kept thinking about how much time there was left, he’d come out of his skin.

			His mother, God bless her, realized how close he was to falling apart. “Tell me about what you’re working on right now,” she suggested.

			Noah scowled with impatience. “Mom…”

			“Details, Noah. Describe all the little things.”

			Telling himself to cool it, to not take his anxiety out on his mother, he sat forward as much as the seat would allow. “It’s a big kitchen, huge really. Cherry cabinets, slightly distressed, with a gallery rail around the top. She wants to show off her geegaws.”

			When a soft laugh escaped Zanny, he looked at her with surprise. She grinned at him, her eyes slightly damp, and touched his hair. “My sweet boy. You’re such a man. Geegaws.”

			Noah felt his own lips quirk upward, forming the smile he’d gotten from her, the smile she’d given to all her children. “That’s what they are, things to dust around and break. Anyhow, she wants tall cabinets on the top, mostly drawers on the bottom which is sensible. Drawers are easier to access.”

			He ran a small, custom cabinet and woodworking shop, and while kitchens weren’t exciting or particularly challenging, they were his bread and butter. Doing them allowed him the time and money during the off-season to play with the carvings and intricate woodworking that spoke to his heart.

			“What kind of countertop?” Zanny shifted to get more comfortable.

			He sat back, letting out a sigh. “Granite, of course. Miserable rock to have to work with, even though I only have to work around it. And she wants this ridiculous shade of green… says it matches her eyes and that’s what her husband wants.”

			His mother coughed. “How romantic. You don’t like the client?”

			Noah shrugged. How in the world to explain to his mother that the woman was a bored housewife who was more interested in chasing him around the room than she was in getting her kitchen redone, a chase that he had firmly rebuffed several times? “She’s a professional housewife whose husband writes her checks to keep her occupied. I simply want to get the job done.”

			“Ah.” Zanny rubbed his shoulder. “You do good work, regardless of whether it’s for bored housewives or widows and orphans.”

			This time, the laugh was Noah’s. “Thanks, I think.”

			“So what else are you working on? And remember, I want details.”

			He lifted an eyebrow. “Why? You thinking of finally letting me redo the kitchen at the house?”

			“Maybe. It’s about time. And I promise I won’t make you match the countertops to my eyes. Talk.”

			So he did. For most of the rest of the flight, he talked about his projects. He explained what he’d had in mind for years about the kitchen she was reluctant to have redone. He talked until his voice was hoarse, his throat was raw. 

			By the time they got to Germany, even he was bored with the discussion on cabinetry. But he hadn’t come out of his skin, and he felt like he could breathe again, and as far as he was concerned, that was a checkmark for the win column.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			 

			A soft, persistent beeping sank into his brain first, a sharp counterpoint to the rustling of the pillow when he moved his head. Somewhere nearby people were talking. They weren’t whispering either, and Eli frowned. Didn’t they understand that he was tired? That his body wanted him to rest?

			A woman spoke cheerily from beside him. “There you are. We were starting to think you were going to sleep all day, Sergeant Campbell. How about you open those eyes for me? You have some people here who’re anxious to see you.”

			When he tried to respond, his mouth felt as thick as cotton, and all he could do was grunt.

			“Are you having any pain?” the woman asked. “Can you tell me where your pain is?”

			“No.” It wasn’t that he didn’t hurt but that he couldn’t figure out where to say he hurt worse—at the moment his left shoulder, his entire chest, and his left leg were all vying for the top spot. “It all hurts.”

			“Well, you took a pretty good hit, I’m told,” she said. “But you’re doing much better now. You’re going to have to wake up, though. We don’t want to have to give you anything to bring you around if we can avoid it.”

			Eli sighed. More to get her to stop pestering him than anything, he tried to open his eyes. To his surprise, his eyelids wouldn’t cooperate. “Can’t open ‘em.”

			“You will. It might take a few minutes. Now, on a scale of one to ten, how bad are you hurting?”

			“Six?”

			“That’s a start, then. Now, let’s see if you can open those eyes.”

			“Where am I?” he asked. Everything was a blur. He knew he was injured, but he couldn’t remember what had happened.

			“You’re at Landstuhl Medical Center in Germany. Here, I’ll turn this monitor down so it’s not so noisy.” A moment later, the beeping faded, creating a void of sound for a few seconds as his ears caught up to the ambient room noise.

			Landstuhl. Crap. That meant his injuries had required more attention than what could be given in the field, and they could do quite a bit in the field these days. Exactly how badly was he hurt? A surge of adrenaline jetted through him, and with that on board, he finally managed to open his eyes.

			The first thing he saw was his mother’s face, pale, her eyes red from crying, he thought, as she stood beside him. “Mom?”

			Zanny nodded, fresh tears spilling over as she broke into a trembling smile. “There’s my baby boy. You’re okay, Eli. We’re here, and you’re okay.”

			She leaned in and kissed his forehead, then pressed her cheek to his. He could hear her shaky breath as she struggled with her emotions, running her hand across his head again and again, smoothing his hair back. It was a movement he’d felt a hundred times, a thousand times, growing up.

			Eli had to swallow back his own tears. “Where’s Dad?”

			“I’m here,” John said. Zanny moved back, letting him in.

			When Eli saw that his father had also been crying, he knew he was gravely injured. “How bad?” he asked as he accepted his father’s hug, holding on as tightly as he could.

			“You’ve had some modifications,” the woman from before—a nurse named Heather, he saw—said as John moved, letting a young redheaded woman come in for a hug.

			“Molly?” Eli whispered. “Oh, my God. Hey, it’s okay. Well, I guess it’s okay,” he said as his sister cried on his shoulder. Moving awkwardly, he patted her back with his right hand. “You’re going to get me all soggy.”

			“Yeah, well, I’m going to kick your ass for scaring us like this as soon as you’re up and around,” she told him.

			“She’s been plotting the whole way here,” Noah said quietly from the end of the bed. “Fair warning.”

			Eli stared at his brother, his breath frozen for an instant as the shock of seeing Noah in the flesh set in. “You were there.”

			Noah gave a single nod, his face drawn. He looked tired, haggard in a way that Eli never expected to see. “I was.”

			Everything rushed back in then, the accident, being pinned, his conviction he was dying. “I survived?”

			“You did, thank God.”

			“When I saw you, I thought…”

			Noah’s eyes were haunted. “I know. So did I.”

			Eli looked down his body, sucking in a breath when he realized there was an asymmetry there that hadn’t been before. The elevated end of his left leg was wrapped in huge bandages, and when he moved the limb, it didn’t feel… whole. “Dad?”

			John clasped his right hand. “I’m here.”

			“Where’s my foot?” Tearing his gaze away from the empty spot where it should have been, he looked at his father. The sorrow on John’s face told him before he even opened his mouth.

			“They did everything they could. I’m sorry, Eli.”

			He managed, barely, to tamp down the rising panic he felt. “Those modifications you mentioned,” he said to the nurse. “What else?” He was almost afraid to ask, but at the same time he had to know.

			“You have a concussion, a cracked collarbone on the left side, which is why your arm is immobilized. Two broken ribs, one that punctured your lung, so we had to do a chest tube. An assortment of scrapes and cuts and bruises, and a below-the-knee amputation of your left leg. They were able to preserve most of the lower leg, which is good news for prosthesis even though it probably doesn’t feel like it right now.” She delivered the assessment in a matter-of-fact tone, watching him carefully. “Do you have any questions?”

			“How’s my team? Were there any other injuries?”

			She smiled down at him sweetly. “Nothing that couldn’t be handled in the field. They’re all fine.”

			“Thank God for that.” He let his body sink into the bed. “Stupid damned dog ran across the road in front of us, and we swerved to miss it. Hit a low spot, and over she went.”

			He closed his eyes, torn between being thankful his men were safe, that the accident hadn’t been more serious or violent, and wanting to scream out his rage at the unfairness of his own loss.

			“So what happens now?” he asked after a minute.

			“Now, we get you past the hurdle of the first twenty-four hours post-op, and then we start working on getting you mobile again. The surgeon will be in soon, and so will your regular doctor, to discuss everything with you.” Heather showed him the button to push when he needed more pain meds. “You’re on a morphine pump for right now, and you control how much you get up to a point. You can’t overdose. It shuts down when you’ve reached your limit.”

			“Okay. Can I get something to drink? My mouth is as thick as cotton.”

			“Ice chips for now. They’re in a cup here.” She tapped a pitcher on the rolling table beside the bed.

			“I can help with that,” Molly said.

			Eli felt the ghost of a smile cross his lips. “My own personal nurse. Shouldn’t you be in school?”

			“Shut up or I’ll ask them for an enema bag, you dolt,” she scolded even as she helped him raise the head of the bed. She was in her last semester of school at the University of Kentucky, having gone for a degree as a nurse practitioner with the intention of working in oncology. “And no. It’s summer.”

			He scowled at her. “Brat.”

			“If I play my cards right, I can even use this for extra credit.” Molly carefully fed him some ice chips. Her grin didn’t disguise the concern in her eyes or her fatigue, though.

			“What time is it?” Eli asked after the nurse had left. “You all look like you could use some sleep.”

			“It’s five in the afternoon our time, eleven in the evening here,” Noah said. He leaned against the wall at the foot of the bed.

			“Have you slept?” Eli asked. “Any of you?”

			“I took a nap on the plane,” Molly said. “Mom and Daddy dozed.”

			Eli kept his eyes on his brother. “And you?”

			Noah shrugged. “I’m fine.”

			Sure he was. He looked like he was ready to fall over. As much distance as there’d been in the last few years between them, Eli knew his brother’s ability could be taxing. Given the dark circles under his eyes as deep as bruises, and given that Eli’d been the one to see Noah standing beside him this time, he wondered just how bad things had been on his brother’s end.

			“I think I got more sleep than your mother,” John said. He gestured across the bed to Zanny. “Why don’t you and Noah head to the hotel, get some rest? Molly and I can take the first shift.”

			Zanny looked at Eli. “Would you be okay with that?”

			“Sure, Mom. I’m not going anywhere tonight.” He winked at her.

			She laughed and touched his cheek. “Okay. Then we’ll do that. It’s just across the street. If you need us, we’ll be back in a flash.”

			“Get some rest. Make sure Noah does, too,” Eli told her in a low voice when she hugged him.

			“I will. I love you so much, baby boy. I hope you know that. And I’m so glad to be able to tell you that in person.”

			“Love you, too, Mom.”

			When Noah pushed away from the wall, Eli held his hand out. After a brief hesitation, Noah crossed the room and took it, clasping it tightly with his own.

			It took him three tries to speak, but Eli managed it. “I’m glad you’re here.” He glanced up at Noah’s face and nodded. All the emotions he’d been struggling to hold back broke free when Noah bent down and hugged him, and unable to keep them in, Eli started crying.

			“Let’s take a walk,” he heard his father say. “We’ll be in the hall, boys.” His parents and sister left, closing the door behind them.

			“You bastard,” Noah whispered, sitting on the side of the bed to hold him while he sobbed. “You scared the living shit out of me. Don’t you ever do that again or I’ll follow you to wherever the hell you are and kick your ass. I’ve done it before. I can do it again.”

			A slightly hysterical laugh bubbled out of Eli as the tears slowed, and he pulled back, mortified. “Yeah, well, you definitely have the upper hand now.”

			Noah glanced at Eli’s legs. “You mean because of the amputation? Nah. Your orneriness more than makes up for that. If anything, the playing field’s more level now.” He wiped his own cheeks as he handed Eli some tissues from the box on the rolling table beside the bed.

			“Make sure Mom gets some rest, okay? I don’t want her getting sick because of this.” Zanny had undergone successful treatment for breast cancer ten years earlier, but Eli still worried about her.

			“She’s okay. She’ll rest. She knows her limits, and Dad won’t let her exceed them, you know that.” Noah exhaled tiredly. “You okay now?”

			“Yeah. Sorry about the crying jag.”

			“Shut up. Blame it on the anesthesia. Stubborn ass. I’m glad you’re still here.” Noah met and held his gaze steadily, something Eli knew was hard for his brother, who was an introvert.

			“Yeah? Me, too. Now go get some rest before you fall over.”

			“Okay. You do the same.”

			As the door shut behind Noah, Eli closed his eyes and tried to relax. “You’re okay. Everything’s going to be okay.”

			But not the same, he knew. No, nothing was ever going to be the same again.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			 

			The nightmares shouldn’t have surprised Eli, but they did. And he wasn’t sure it was fair to call them nightmares as they were more remembrances of things that had passed.

			The first one hit him the second night in Germany, after some of the harder drugs had cleared out of his system. They’d switched him to less potent pain meds, and he was dealing with the discomfort of his injuries well enough. But as his mind cleared, guilt rushed in.

			Eli hadn’t gone home a lot in the last few years. Guilt was a big part of why, the main reason why. He hid it pretty well during the day when everyone was around, but at night, it crept in and haunted him.

			That night, Zanny was sleeping on the cot beside his bed. He managed not to wake her when the past jolted him awake with a taunting laugh, and he worked hard to stay quiet and make sure she stayed asleep despite his turmoil.

			In the dream, he’d been seventeen, cocky, and arrogant. So much so that now that he was awake, remembering that version of himself was a physical hurt. Lying in bed with sweat drying on his skin, he watched his mother sleep and remembered that awful morning when she’d walked into his bedroom to find him with a girl.

			He’d sneaked Erica in the night before, using the half-assed excuse that her car had broken down as a reason to justify breaking the rules. The drive to her house was a full twenty minutes in one direction and he could have made it easily, but he’d been selfish. He’d wanted her there with him.

			Since he’d lit out in secret in the first place that evening so they could meet and have sex, his parents had no idea he was gone. He figured if he could get her in the house without alerting anyone, he could sneak her back out in the morning after his parents had left for work. It was summer, school was out, and no one would be the wiser.

			He hadn’t planned on his parents having stayed home so they could take his sister Molly to the dentist to have her braces removed and make a day of things. And he sure as heck hadn’t planned on Zanny walking in without knocking under the mistaken assumption he was already gone to an early baseball practice.

			Thankfully, he and Erica were still asleep when she came in, but the resulting ordeal was still awful. He came awake as soon as the door opened and scrambled to cover himself and Erica, who was naked, with the sheet.

			“Oh, dear sweet God, what in the name of all that’s holy are you doing, Eli?” Zanny’s horrified voice rose in volume with every word. She turned and slammed the door shut, cursing in a low voice, using words Eli hadn’t realized his sweet mother knew. “I don’t believe this. I do not believe this. John!”

			Eli started doing some cursing of his own at that point, waking Erica none too gently. She’d just sat up when his father opened the door.

			John Campbell didn’t say a word but stared at him with shock and disappointment on his face that quickly morphed into pure fury. He pointed at Erica. “Get dressed. Now. Both of you. I’ll be right outside. You have three minutes.”

			Eli could still remember the way she’d rolled her eyes. She barely waited for the door to close before she threw the sheet back and stretched, uncaring that she’d been caught in his room. “What’s the big fucking deal?” She reached for her clothes. “You’re almost an adult.”

			Mortified, Eli wasted no time getting dressed. “‘Almost’ is the key word there. What are they doing home? Shit, I’ll get grounded over this.”

			“That’s lame. Seriously, who grounds their kids these days?”

			As much as he was head over heels for Erica, he felt a surge of aggravation at her words. He didn’t much agree with his parents or grandparents these days, but there were lines of respect he knew better than to cross. But at the same time, he was stupid with lust, stupid with being so young and thinking he knew everything, and her attitude was contagious.

			By the time John marched them downstairs and into the living room, any shame Eli had felt was gone.

			“Sit down, both of you,” Zanny said.

			Erica sneered at her. “I don’t have to listen to you. You’re not my mother.”

			John stepped up to her, his eyes narrowed. “Then listen to this. Get your ass out of this house and don’t you dare ever set foot in it again. You are not welcome in this family. You’ve caused enough trouble for us.”

			She stared at him, stunned. No one ever told Erica ‘no’ or tried to impose rules and regulations on her. No one. She turned to Eli, who shrugged.

			“Fine. Fuck you all. I’ll be outside if you ever grow a pair,” she told Eli. She slammed her way out the front door, letting it bang back in place behind her.

			“You can’t talk to her like that,” he told John. “I love her. I’m going to marry her. You’re going to have to get used to the idea.”

			Zanny laughed harshly. “Good luck with that. You want to marry her? Fine. As soon as you turn eighteen, you’re your own man. Do whatever you want. But until you’re eighteen, you are our responsibility, young man, and that-that girl is not. How dare you bring her into this house?”

			The words he uttered next would haunt him until he died and probably beyond. “We haven’t done anything you and Dad didn’t do. At least I’m not going to get her knocked up and have to marry her.”

			He didn’t even see the slap coming and only realized what had happened after the side of his face lit up like someone had torched it. Shocked, he stared at his mother like he’d never seen her before. She’d never raised a hand to him, ever. Only when he was tiny and she had to smack his hand to protect him from something dangerous or gently paddle his bottom to reinforce a ‘no.’ Even then, she’d only swatted at him.

			But this slap? He wouldn’t be surprised if it left a bruise.

			Within seconds, his father had him against the bookcase beside the fireplace, pinning him so firmly that things fell off onto the floor.

			“If you dare speak to your mother like that again, I promise you that you will not live to see another birthday,” John told him in a deadly calm voice. “Do you understand me, Eli?”

			Zanny didn’t step in to separate them, just shook her head, tears in her eyes, and paced away.

			With his feet dangling inches off the floor, all Eli could do was scratch out a quiet “Yes, sir.”

			John didn’t let him down, though. “Good. Here’s how it’s going to be. You’re getting a job, one that won’t interfere with your sports schedule. If you can’t find a job, we’ll find one for you. You’ll have driving privileges to and from school when it starts, to and from work. That’s it. You walk everywhere else, not that you’ll be going anywhere. No dating, no socializing. You go to work, to school, and you come home. Period. You’ll help around the house and you’ll not make one peep of complaint about that.

			“For the last three years, you’ve pushed and pushed and pushed our boundaries. Here’s the wall. It’s standing right in front of you. We love you, Eli, but you will toe the line or you are out. Your ass will be in the strictest boarding school I can find before you can blink, and I don’t give a flying fuck about sports scholarships or college offers. And you’ll apologize to your mother and mean it or so help me…”

			Zanny stepped in. “John, that’s enough. Let him down.”

			Eli could tell it took every bit of willpower his father had to force his arms to let go, but he did.

			“For how long?” Eli asked once he was on his own two feet again.

			“Until you graduate next spring.”

			“Dad, that’s almost a year!” he protested, horrified. “I’ll be eighteen in a few months. I’ll be an adult.”

			“That’s debatable. Tough shit.”

			Eli shook his head. The idea of spending his senior year under such restrictions… “I won’t do it. I can’t do it.”

			“Then give me your keys and get out. You can pack two outfits. No laptop, no cell phone, nothing else. I’ll give you a paper bag to put the clothes in and a hundred dollars cash.” John reached for his wallet.

			“You can’t do that! I can’t… where would I live?”

			John shrugged. “That’s your problem. You’re Mr. Know-It-All. I’m sure you’ll figure it out.” He pulled the cash out and dropped it at Eli’s feet.

			Swallowing down his fear, Eli looked at his mother. “Mom?”

			She crossed her arms. “I agree with your father. You’re more than welcome to stay here as long as you live by our rules. But those are the conditions. We do love you, Eli, so much, but you’ve simply pushed us too far. It’s starting to affect Molly. I won’t let you do that. She’s only eleven, and she deserves better.”

			Unspoken was the accusation that he’d already destroyed the family’s relationship with Noah, who’d moved out two years earlier after he and Eli had fought. He’d gone to Europe as soon as he’d graduated high school, and though they’d spoken, John and Zanny hadn’t seen him since.

			“What’s it going to be?” John asked.

			Eli knew he didn’t have a choice unless he really wanted to hose up his future. There’d been a lot of talk lately about him getting a full-ride scholarship to a big-name university for baseball and possibly the Major Leagues after that. He might be young, but he wasn’t completely stupid.

			“I’ll stay. But I have to talk to Erica first. And she’s probably going to need a ride home. Her car broke down.”

			“We’ll call her a cab,” John said. “You can talk to her but don’t leave the street in front of the house.”

			Knowing they’d be watching, he nodded.

			John stood back so he could pass, and when Eli drew alongside his mother, he paused, tentatively lifting his gaze. Zanny turned away from him, though, and he kept walking.

			Erica had been furious when he explained the situation, but there was nothing she could do or say to change Eli’s mind. He loved her and he wanted to marry her, but he also knew they’d be doomed before they even started if he didn’t give in to his parents’ demands.

			“I’m sorry,” he told her. “I’ll see you at school. I love you.” He didn’t ask her to wait. He was afraid of what her answer would be.

			When she didn’t break up with him, he felt incredibly lucky. A year later, with the sports scholarship off the table thanks to an ankle injury, he graduated high school and joined the Army. 

			He didn’t tell his parents he was enlisting until the papers were signed, and he presented them with that fact as well as a daughter-in-law in Erica. They’d eloped, getting married at the courthouse.

			Two weeks later, a scant week before he was due to ship out to Basic Training, Zanny was diagnosed with breast cancer.

			Eli hated himself in that moment. He felt he’d caused the cancer somehow with all the stress he’d laid on her. The tension in the household had been hard to endure over the past year, and it had worn on all of them.

			Noah came home, Eli went overseas, and Erica went to North Carolina, where Eli was deployed from, to live in military housing. Thank God, Zanny made a complete recovery, and things between them had returned to something resembling normal.

			Almost as soon as he’d married Erica, Eli had known it was a mistake. He tried to make it work, but he quickly learned that one person couldn’t carry the weight of a relationship on their own. They split up for a while, but after a year or so, somehow they ended up back together.

			That reconciliation had been as big a mistake as their initial vows. Before Eli could figure out what to do, though, Erica was gone, killed in a car wreck. That he’d been on his way home from his assignment overseas to consult an attorney at the time was an irony that hadn’t escaped his notice.

			It wasn’t until after Erica died that his relationship with his parents had really started to heal. With her gone, he was able to see the role she’d played in so many of the family’s interactions. He saw that all the warnings his parents and grandparents had given him about Erica hadn’t been because they didn’t like her, but were in fact because they saw her for what she was—a manipulative, thrill-seeking, shallow user who only cared about herself.

			He only wished he’d seen it sooner. Preferably before he’d destroyed relationships he didn’t to this day know how to repair.

			The nurse came in then to check on him, shaking him out of his reverie.

			“You’re awake,” she said softly. “Feeling okay?”

			He nodded. “Thinking about some things.”

			After checking his vitals, she helped him get to the restroom and back. That was an exercise that tested his limits of humility, but it was worlds better than using a bedpan.

			Zanny was stirring when they came back in the room. “Hey, sweetie. You okay?”

			“Yeah. You can go back to sleep, Mom. I didn’t mean to wake you.” He thanked the nurse, who left after reminding him to ring the bell if he needed anything.

			She stretched. “I’m wide awake. My internal clock is all upside down. How are you feeling?”

			“I’m okay.”

			“You look sad.”

			He shrugged as she perched on the edge of the bed and covered him with the blanket. “I was thinking about some things. Mom, I’m sorry.”

			Zanny touched his face. “Sorry about what?”

			“About how I was when I was a teenager. The things I did, said. I never meant to hurt you.”

			Her smile was soft. “Oh, my sweet baby boy, I’ve always known that.”

			“How?”

			“A mother just does.” She took his hand, clasping it between hers. “I forgave you a long time ago for all that.”

			Eli bit down on the inside of his cheek. “For all of it?”

			“Of course. I’d also know if you didn’t regret your behavior. I’d still love you, though.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Oh, yes. Now, let’s see if you can get some sleep.” She stood and pulled the covers up, tucking him in carefully.

			“What about you?” he asked around a yawn.

			“I’ll lie back down and rest. Love you, sweetie.”

			“Love you, Mom.”

			He didn’t know how he’d gotten so lucky to have the family he did, but he thanked God they were his. Having spent the last few years away from them in an estrangement of his own making, he was surprised by the thought that crossed his mind as he drifted off, that maybe he’d had to lose part of his body to gain his real self back.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			 

			Throughout the first weeks of his recovery, Eli felt like he was being slapped with one emotional hurdle after another, to say nothing of the physical struggles he was encountering. For someone who’d been very active, very athletic his entire life, dealing with his newfound mobility challenges was turning out to be a harsh reality.

			Making the decision of what to do with his severed foot felt surreal, like an excerpt from a horror movie. The social worker he’d been assigned had explained that he had options, including donating the foot to provide ligaments and tendons for grafts for soldiers needing reconstruction. Or Eli could let the hospital facility handle the disposal, most likely through incineration.

			The third option was to have the foot shipped stateside to a funeral home in Hazard, the small town where he’d grown up and where his family still lived, so it could be buried in the family cemetery.

			The whole process felt macabre.

			“It’s one thing to have your appendix out or tonsils, but this is my foot,” he told his father after the advocate had gone. “I don’t know what to do, what to think.”

			John, sitting in a chair beside the Eli’s recliner, laid a hand on his arm and squeezed gently. “Your mom went through similar emotions with the mastectomy. What do you want to do?”

			Eli shrugged. “I know the noblest thing would be to donate it.”

			“But?”

			“It’s my foot. I liked my foot. I was rather attached to it,” he said sardonically. “Do you think I’d be crazy to send it home?”

			John shook his head, his smile sympathetic. “No. Not in the least. Like I said, your mom felt similarly when she had surgery. You should talk to her.”

			Eli quirked an eyebrow. “First, I don’t want to bother her. Second, we’d be discussing her…” He held his hands out in front of his chest, feeling his face heat to nuclear red. “No offense, but that’s fifteen degrees of too awkward to contemplate.”

			His father was rubbing his face, trying to disguise his amusement. “I can understand that. Still, without getting into specifics, if you need to talk to someone who’s been through a loss not unlike what you’re going through now, keep her in mind. And you wouldn’t be bothering her. You know better than that, Eli Thomas.” He glanced at Eli, shaking his head slightly.

			Something about the moment, perhaps the stress of everything that had happened, caught Eli’s funny bone. He snickered, then burst into laughter. “Oh, God. It isn’t funny, Dad. But it kind of is. What am I supposed to do? Plan a funeral for my foot? An Irish wake? Do we buy it a tombstone?”

			Within a minute, he and John were simultaneously laughing and crying. Every time their amusement would die down he would look at his father or John would look at him, and they’d set off again.

			“This is not funny,” John finally gasped, hiding his face. “We shouldn’t be laughing.”

			“Better that than sobbing.” Eli grabbed a handful of tissues, splitting them with his father. “I wouldn’t even know how to begin making arrangements.”

			“I’m sure your social worker could help with that. If you want a burial, we’ll make sure it happens. Say the word.”

			Eli nodded. “Okay. Let’s do that.”

			By the time he was due to be sent stateside a week later, the foot was waiting in a funeral home in Hazard. With the family’s blessing, Eli decided to have the mortuary hold it until he was able to return Stateside. They’d have a private ceremony then with the burial.

			Zanny, Noah, and Molly flew home the night before Eli was transferred to Walter Reed, but John stayed behind, allowed to fly to Maryland on the medical transport with him. The plan was for Noah and Molly to head back to Kentucky, while his parents stayed in Maryland.

			With any luck, he’d be able to leave Walter Reed sooner than later and then head to rehab. Part of being John Campbell’s son and Owen Campbell’s grandson meant he healed faster than most people. Though Eli didn’t have the same kind of ability as Noah or as his grandfather, who was a shape-shifter, he had a gift for seeing patterns that he’d gotten from John and just a little touch of something extra in his genes. In any event, he was hoping almost desperately that he’d have an accelerated recovery.

			He’d had several discussions with his doctors about what to expect.

			“You’re young, you’re in excellent physical health, injuries notwithstanding. That said, I have my doubts that you’ll be able to return to your unit. You’re looking at about a twelve-month recovery here, and though prosthetics have come a long way, the job you did was very physical, wasn’t it? That decision will ultimately be made by the Medical Evaluation Board once you’re discharged to rehab,” his orthopedic surgeon told him.

			“It was a very physical job, yes. What if I don’t want to go back?”

			“That’s something you’ll have to discuss with your social worker once you get to Walter Reed. I don’t think there will be a problem for you to get a separation authorized, but the last word isn’t up to me. You don’t have to make the decision now.”

			But he thought he already had. In the last few days, he’d started getting to know his family again. His relationship with Noah was still strained, however, and Eli was no longer willing to let that be the status quo. 

			Though they’d talked some during the last few days, it hadn’t been enough. Their discussions had mostly remained superficial. He felt hopeful, though, since a lot of the deeper tension between them seemed to be gone.

			So when the time came to make the decision a couple of days into his stay at Walter Reed, he signed the papers that would initiate the process for a separation, saying good-bye to his Army career with some regret but also with the confidence that leaving was the right decision.

			It would take a few weeks for the paperwork to come through, but his social worker and doctors didn’t see any issues with him being approved. Much like his doctor in Germany had speculated, the amputation meant he’d likely be found unable to return to the position he’d had. He’d receive a decent chunk of separation pay, enough that he’d be able to take the time he needed to figure things out.

			He wasn’t sure what he’d end up doing with his life, but first and foremost was fixing what was broken with his family, and in order to do that, he had to be home.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			 

			Ten days after he returned to the United States, Eli was transferred again, this time to the VA hospital in Lexington, Kentucky. He’d finish his inpatient rehab there, then be discharged home to Hazard, two hours away, where he’d face intensive outpatient rehabilitation, including occupational and physical therapy.

			Learning how to care for the wound, for the remaining limb he had, was such a foreign experience he couldn’t express it in words. It was as though the body he’d lived with his entire life was suddenly alien. He’d had some phantom pain and sensations, though not much thus far, and he counted that as a blessing. But the oddity of having a footless leg was taking some getting used to.

			He’d become intimately acquainted with the proper use of elastic bandages and shrinking socks and the like over the last several days, and he was forcing himself to be consistent with the massages and exercises that were essential to his healing even as he was firmly in denial as it pertained to the loss of the foot.

			He figured he’d be referred to Psych if he let anyone know he half expected it to grow back. The Campbell genes were strong and unique, but they weren’t that powerful.

			Something he wasn’t looking forward to was taking his first steps in the prosthesis. His doctors, amazed at his progress with the healing of the wound, had ordered the preliminary artificial limb made. Three days after arriving in Lexington, he met with the prosthetist for his initial fitting. The creation of the device itself would take about two weeks, and he’d come back up to the VA from Hazard to receive it.

			As far as injuries went, he knew his were on the less-severe side compared to a lot of the men and women in the VA facility. He’d have to be hurt a lot worse than he was now before he felt he was entitled to the least bit of self-pity.

			Still, he knew better than to underestimate the loss he’d endured, both of the foot and of the career he’d tremendously enjoyed. Every night as he laid in bed trying to get to sleep, the sight of the flat sheet past his left calf haunted him. He’d taken to shoving a pillow under the sheet simply to create the illusion of having both feet. It felt slightly pathetic, but it worked.

			The problem was, he needed a distraction and badly. There was only so much exercise and therapy he could do, and there were a lot of hours he needed to fill.

			He had his phone, which had somehow made the trip from Afghanistan with him, but his laptop, along with the rest of the belongings he’d had on his deployment, were at a facility in Maryland being inventoried and sorted. Anything in his footlocker that belonged to the Army would stay with them, and anything that was his would find its way to him.

			He’d learned over the years that things had a way of getting lost during deployment, though, and everything he’d had over there could be replaced. There were a couple of books and a handful of pictures he’d like to get back, but he wasn’t suffering without them. Someone in the family was going to have to pick him up a new laptop so he had something to do, else he was going to lose his mind. He needed a distraction, and badly. 

			He’d just gotten back to his room Friday afternoon and showered away the sweat from the intense workout the therapist had put him through when a light knock sounded on the door.

			“Come in,” he called, slipping a clean T-shirt over his head. The movement only hurt a little, his ribs and collarbone having healed as fast as the rest of him.

			A familiar blonde stepped inside a second later, concern furrowing her brow.

			“Oh, my God. Sophie!” Eli’s grin spread across his face. “What are you doing here?”

			“Me? What are you doing here? Molly posted on your Facebook page yesterday that you’d been injured, and I hopped on the first flight from Houston. Are you okay?” she asked as he got awkwardly to his feet, holding on to the end of the bed for balance, and hugged her.

			“I’m fine. A few modifications, as a nurse put it in Germany, but I’m okay,” he assured her, holding her tight. “Oh, it’s good to see you. I’ve missed you.”

			She smiled up at him, tears clouding her blue eyes as she touched his cheeks. “I’ve missed you, too. I’m so sorry about the leg.”

			Sophie Turner was his late wife’s cousin. She’d gone to high school with Eli and Erica, and she was the polar opposite of Erica. Sophie was about the sweetest person he’d ever known, and she was at least as close to him as a cousin, more like a sister if the truth was told.

			“Thanks. It is what it is.” He sat carefully in the recliner and propped his leg up on the footstool, making sure it was properly elevated. “Grab a chair.”

			She did, settling in as she gave him a good once-over. “How badly are you hurt?”

			“Mostly just the foot. Bumps, scrapes. Cracked collarbone, some broken ribs that are mostly healed by now. How’ve you been?”

			“Getting ready to wrap up a project. Why didn’t you call me?” she chided. “I’d have been here in a heartbeat.”

			Eli shrugged. “I didn’t want to bother you. I was going to call soon.”

			She sent him a look that said she knew better. “You were afraid you’d worry me. Haven’t we talked about that?” She held her hand out.

			“We have, and I’m sorry.” He took her hand, holding on tight. “I should have called. Forgive me?”

			“Maybe. What happened?”

			He told her about the test drive, the dog, and the stupid luck that had put him in the wrong situation at the wrong time. “I’m naming my prosthesis Fido in honor of the mutt.”

			Sophie tsked him, but she smiled. “You’re morbid, Eli Campbell. I love it. How’s the family?”

			“Good. I finally ran my parents out of here this morning, sent them home. They flew over to Germany, and then they’ve been in Maryland with me. It was a madhouse since everyone took turns last week driving out there. I’m surprised one or more Campbells haven’t popped their heads in the door this afternoon, as a matter of fact. It’s been peaceful for a change.”

			She laughed. “You’ve missed them. You know you have.”

			“That’s the God’s honest truth. Noah and Molly were there, too, in Germany.”

			He felt the reflexive spasm that she couldn’t hide as her fingers tightened briefly around his. “Oh? That’s progress, then. Isn’t it?”

			“It is.” He watched her closely. 

			Sophie was aware of his tumultuous relationship with Noah as she’d unfortunately been on the sidelines for most of the worst of it. As her own relationship with his brother had been destroyed by the firestorm Erica had lit that ripped things apart, the topic of Noah was one he usually tried to avoid discussing with her. She swore she’d moved on and forgotten about Noah, that her feelings hadn’t been more than a silly schoolgirl crush, but Eli knew better.

			“So what’s the plan? Are you going back to active duty?” she asked.

			He shook his head. “I’m waiting for my separation papers to come through. Once I leave here, I go home to Hazard.” He dropped his gaze to the raw edge of the sweat pants he wore that had been cut off below the knee, and he picked at the edge with his left hand. “Mom and Dad want me to move in with them.”

			Sophie kicked her shoes off and settled in more comfortably. “What do you want to do?”

			His smile fell flat, he knew. “I want to go back in time and not get in that truck. I don’t want to have to move back in with my parents. I want to have a job I love, the job I had three weeks ago. Those aren’t options. But hell, Sophie, maybe they aren’t the options I need. Things between me and the folks, me and Noah… I want a chance to fix them. I almost lost that, you know. I got damned lucky.”

			She nodded. “I know. How can I help?”

			“Beats me. So much of this is new territory. I’ve been the king of avoidance for a while now.”

			Sophie grinned. “No, not you.”

			Eli reached over and gently tugged a loose strand of her hair. “So tell me what you’re into, other than flying halfway across the country to visit old curmudgeons like me.”

			She rolled her eyes. “Shut up, already.” But her expression was full of true affection. “Right now I’m putting the final files together for the memoir my client has been working on. I’ll be starting the transcription of the manuscript next week probably, and finishing it a few weeks after that. Then I’ll start looking for the next project.”

			He jiggled their clasped hands. “You should come to Hazard.”

			She laughed so brightly he couldn’t help but laugh with her. “Oh, that’s rich. Me, go back to Hazard? And do what?”

			“I don’t know. Put ghosts to rest?” he said quietly.

			“More like demons,” she responded with the bluntness he’d come to rely on over the years. “There are several people there who wouldn’t exactly welcome me with open arms, you know.”

			“I know there are a couple.”

			Erica’s parents namely, mostly her mother, Renny. She blamed Sophie for Erica’s death. Harold, Erica’s father, was less inclined to hold Sophie responsible though he wouldn’t contradict his wife if it came down to it.

			“There might be a project or two in that area you could find. I can ask around,” he said.

			“I’ll consider it. That’s as far as I’m willing to go.”

			“That’s good enough for now.”

			They spent the next hour catching up on each other’s lives. Eli’d just told her a hilarious story about one of his friends from the unit that had her nearly in tears from laughing when a knock sounded. A moment later, the door opened, admitting Noah and Molly.

			As soon as his brother saw Sophie, he scowled, coming to a complete stop.

			“What are you doing here?” Noah growled even as Molly pushed him aside, crossing the room to exchange a hug with Sophie.

			“I’m so glad you came,” Molly said before Sophie could answer. “Did you chew him out for not calling you?”

			Sophie laughed, ignoring Noah completely. “I did. Can’t you tell he’s been flogged?”

			Eli grinned when they turned to him.

			“Hmmm, no. But that’s okay. We can tag-team him.” Molly stuck her tongue out at him.

			“So? What are you doing here?” Noah asked, his tone surly as he crossed his arms and took a position beside the small closet. “Shouldn’t you be off schmoozing with jet-setters?”

			“Noah…” Eli cautioned softly.

			“He’s fine,” Sophie said, waving a hand in Noah’s direction. “I came to see Eli, obviously. And now that I have, I’m going to run.”

			It was Eli’s turn to scowl. “You just got here.”

			She bent down and kissed his cheek. “I know. But there’s a flight out in a couple of hours, and now that I know you’re okay, I’m planning to be on it. I’ll come back. I may even come to Hazard to see you.”

			When Noah huffed at that, her eyes glinted with a steel Eli’d not seen in Sophie before. He didn’t bother hiding his amusement. “I look forward to that visit, which hopefully will be longer?”

			“I might even spend the night,” she told him with a wink. “Hope you have a comfortable couch.”

			Eli tugged her back down to him for a solid, tight hug and a kiss on the cheek. “You’ll always be welcome, wherever I am. You know that. It’s good to see you again. Will you call me when you get home?”

			“Of course. And you promise to call if you need me?”

			He met her eyes, seeing the concern there, and nodded. “I promise.”

			“See you soon, then.” She straightened, touching his closely shaven head. “Maybe now that you’re going to be a civilian again, you can let those blond curls grow out.”

			“What’s with women and curls? Mom and Aunt Emma have been saying the same thing,” he teased.

			“They’re cute on boys and sexy on men. Though I’m sure Zanny and Emma will always see you as a little boy, no matter how old you get. That leaves the sexy to the rest of us.”

			Eli didn’t dare look at Noah. He knew her answer had been as much for his benefit as to answer Eli’s question.

			Molly smiled. “I’ll walk out with you if you want.”

			“Sure.” As they passed Noah, whose glare could cut stone, Sophie gave him a small nod of acknowledgment.

			Eli didn’t think it was possible for his brother’s countenance to become stonier, but it did. Once the door was closed behind them, Noah turned to him with a scowl.

			“You’re still involved with her?”

			Tired, Eli sank back in the chair. “If by ‘involved’ you mean she’s a part of my life as a much-beloved sister or cousin, then yes. Romantically? No, never have been.”

			Making that admission was tough. His pride and stubbornness were warring inside, battling with his common sense, urging him to needle his brother about his attitude. That’s how they’d interacted for years now, and old habits died hard.

			But given that they’d gotten to where they were thanks to game playing, and given that Eli wanted to try to have a less antagonistic relationship with Noah now, he figured he might should dial it back a notch or two.

			“I don’t trust her,” Noah said bluntly. “And I don’t like her.”

			“You don’t know her. You’re basing your assumptions on old information and prejudices that were flawed to begin with.” He meant Erica and the lies she’d told to direct all their lives to suit her own purposes.

			Noah’s jaw tightened. “We don’t have to discuss this now, do we?”

			“No. So what are you and Trouble doing here?”

			“We thought you might be getting bored, not having anyone underfoot.”

			Eli grinned. That was his family, strained relationships or not. It was definitely a place to start from, though.

			“How are you doing?” he asked.

			Noah brushed a lock of dark hair out of his eyes. “Me?”

			“Yeah, you.”

			“I’m fine. Why?”

			“Because by the time you left Germany, you looked worse than I did.” That was true—he’d had deep circles under his eyes, and he was almost gaunt. Eli hadn’t been in a position where he was able to handle a discussion about Noah’s condition in Germany, but he’d been concerned. He still was, even though his brother seemed worlds better than he was.

			Noah sighed, and after a minute, he took the seat Sophie had vacated. “Hospitals, especially ones like Landstuhl, they’re not good places for me. There are too many… distractions.”

			Eli drew in a breath. “You mean ghosts,” he said quietly.

			“Yeah.” Noah glanced at him through shuttered eyes. “I can handle it at home. I’m used to it there. But Europe especially… it’s an old, old place. That can be interesting from the spectral perspective, but if you’ve been away from it a while, it can be overwhelming.”

			“I’m sorry,” Eli said. “I hate that you had to endure that because of me.”

			Noah shook his head. “I’m not.” He moved his shoulders, the conversation falling awkward. “How often do you see her?”

			“Sophie? Not that often, maybe once a year. She doesn’t have any family, and like I said, I think a lot of her.”

			That earned him another scowl. “What about her mother? I thought she was living with her down in Miami or something?”

			Eli felt a wave of sadness thinking about that whole mess. “Let’s say that didn’t work out and leave it there. It left some pretty deep scars on Sophie.”

			He was saved from having to discuss exactly what had happened by the door opening, and he didn’t know when he’d been happier to see a white-coat-wearing doctor. He didn’t want to lie to Noah or shut him out, but there was no way he was going to reveal Sophie’s wounds to a man who still hated her. Not even if that man was his brother. He owed her too much to do that to her.

			And he was a big enough man that he was willing to admit he held out hope, however slim, that someday Noah would ask her himself.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			 

			Maybe it was seeing Sophie in the same room as Noah again for the first time in years, or maybe it was simply that all the hours he was spending doing nothing but recovering left too much time for him to think. But that night, whatever the reasons, Eli couldn’t get to sleep.

			The room was mostly dark, but there was still enough light coming in from the nightlight in the bathroom that he could make out Molly’s shape as she slept on the cot beside his bed. They’d refused, his siblings, to leave him alone even for one night.

			“You just never know what’s going to happen in a hospital, Eli,” Molly had chided. “I know you don’t need me here so much, but you just never know.” And that was that. She was staying.

			John and Zanny’s miracle baby, that was his baby sister. The child who’d almost been lost when Zanny’d had a terrible wreck when she was eight months pregnant. A wreck Eli remembered vividly to this day, as he’d been in the backseat when it happened.

			It was entirely possible Molly was his parents’ favorite child, and he couldn’t blame them if she was. Compared to him and Noah, she’d been a breeze. She never got in trouble, at least nothing major like they had. And she was such a happy girl, always ready with a sunny smile. He worried what the
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