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			Chapter 1

			She made phone calls as she raced across town. Reilly was running for her life, or the life of her sister. The airport was holding the ticket for her. All she needed to do was show up and pay for it. She looked at her watch again. Fifty minutes. It had only been fifty minutes since the phone call and now….

			Her ringing phone brought her to the present.

			“Hello, this is Harlequin.” She moved into traffic as she heard the person on the other end of the line talk with someone else. She hated it when people did that. “I’m hanging up if you don’t answer me.”

			“This is Officer Nicholas. I think I spoke with you earlier about your sister?” Reilly closed her eyes and knew he was going to tell her it was too late. “She was asking me to call you and ask you if you remembered your promise.”

			Reilly could hear the irritation in his voice. She had to smile. Her sister could persuade anyone to do anything if she wanted it badly enough. She brushed away the tears as they fell.

			“Yes. I remember. Tell her to hold on, that I’m coming.” He spoke to someone else. Then she heard the loud silence at the other end. She knew he’d gone into a room and closed the door.

			“Miss Harlequin, she’s very agitated about something. She won’t…she’s in bad shape, ma’am. They don’t know if she’s going to make it.” She heard him take a deep breath and knew that she needed to know whatever he thought he needed to soften for her.

			“Officer Nicholas, I’m well aware of my sister’s habits and the kind of company she keeps. I also know that it was only a matter of time before she was killed. It doesn’t mean I’m not upset, but it was a foregone conclusion that someone or something was going to take her life sooner rather than later.” She parked in the space for long-term parking and hailed down the shuttle with a harsh whistle. “Give it to me. Give it to me like it’s a bandage you’re going to tear off.”

			She heard him sigh heavily. “All right then. She’s been shot nine times. Most of them hit her in the chest, and there is one in her head. The doc here thinks maybe she was raped, repeatedly, but can’t be sure with all the other wounds. Then when whoever had done all they thought they could to her or with her, they rode through the entrance of the emergency room and rolled her out and into the doors without stopping. She’s high as a kite. On what, we can’t tell. Whatever it is, it’s keeping her from feeling most of what is happening to her. She keeps screaming for you. Then in the next breath, she’s cussing you blue. I’m sorry, but your sister has been on our list for some time.”

			“No doubt,” she said as she stood in line to the ticket counter. She shoved her luggage, one overnight, through the slot, and took her ticket. She was then rushed to a waiting cart to take her to the other end of the airport. “I’m going to be boarding my plane in fifteen minutes. As soon as I land, I’ve set up a rental there. I should be there in just over an hour.”

			The silence made her close her eyes. She knew it was a long time. When he’d called her over an hour ago, he’d told her they’d already lost her twice. The only reason he’d agreed to call her at all was because he’d heard of her. 

			“She’s probably not going to make it, Miss Harlequin. Like I said, she’s in bad shape. I’ll let her know you’re on your way. It might make her…nobody can believe she’s hung on this long.”

			She closed her phone and hopped off the cart as it still moved. She tossed money at the driver and thanked him as she raced to the open door.

			Reilly was settling into her seat when she thought about her sister and what had kept her from her all these years. Drugs and money had been the straw that had broken the connection between them. In the past nearly ten years, she’d only heard from her step-sister four times. Each time it was to borrow money or to have Reilly bail her out of jail. Then, a few years ago, she’d told her she was clean. The calls and the cards had stopped after that. Meagen Harper had seemingly fallen off the planet until today.

			~~~

			The hospital was busy. She’d been told by the cop that he’d meet her at the doors. There were several officers there, most of them drinking coffee or simply standing. She had known which one was Officer Nickolas the moment she’d gotten out of the rental. He was the biggest cop she’d ever seen.

			She was rushed in, with him speaking as she went. Little to none of it was getting through. She was trying to focus on the fact that she was there to see her sister. When they entered the small area, she only saw the blood.

			The floor had been covered in it. There were bloody towels scattered across the floor, and something resembling large clots of blood in the dark liquid. Someone had tried futilely to clean up the mess. She moved closer to where the people were standing, and when they parted to let her nearer, she had to put her hand over her mouth to keep from screaming.

			Meagen’s face was nearly gone on the left side. It looked as if someone had taken something to it and ground it off. Her eye socket was empty, and someone had covered where her ear should be with gauze. It didn’t matter, the blood had soaked through it, and Reilly could see that it simply wasn’t there. The other side of her face didn’t fare much better. Her cheek was crushed, and it made her face not fit her. Her forehead had a large gash in it from ear to ear across her forehead. It had been stitched up, but still bled profusely. 

			The sheet over her was red, as was the pillow beneath her head. Reilly was glad when someone grabbed her, for she was sliding away. 

			“Steady now. She’s breathing on her own, yet I’m not sure how. There is so much internal damage that she should have been….” She looked at the man and realized he was a doctor. “I’m not sure she’ll wake for you, but until she says whatever it is, she won’t go peacefully. Let her tell you what she needs, miss. It may not be anything more than she forgot to pick up her dry cleaning. Her body is shutting down. Do you understand what I’m telling you?

			She nodded and went to her sister. “Meagen? It’s me…O’Reilly. Can you hear me?”

			Meagen was the only person in the world who’d called her by her first name. Her mom hadn’t, and since she’d never known her father (he’d died when she was little), her stepfather called her simply Reilly, as well. 

			Meagen’s eye opened, and she looked toward her. Reilly doubted she could see out of the blood-filled pocket, but grabbed her hand when she reached for her. Meagen’s hand felt soft and sickening, and Reilly started to pull away for fear of hurting her.

			“Go to where you found me when you were sixteen. Remember? Go there. I left you something. You have to take care of it.” Her voice was barely above a whisper, but Reilly heard her.

			“You mean the—”

			“No!” she screamed. “No, don’t say it. You remember. Go there now. Don’t come back here or they’ll—” Meagen started to cough. Copious amounts of blood poured from her mouth. Her ear began to bleed, too. “Don’t come back. I’m dead. You know it, too. Take care of it. Keep…keep safe. Please…promise me. Safe.”

			“I will. I can’t leave you, Meagen. I won’t have you dying alone. I won’t.”

			The smile tore through Reilly’s heart. It was both endearing and sad. “I’m dead, but you have to go before…before it’s too late. The letter…the letter will….”

			Every machine in the room went off. Alarms and buzzers on small screens with waving lines that now were flat across it were beeping. Reilly was shoved away as a cart came in with five people seemingly attached to it. She moved back out of the curtained area and into the waiting room, sat down for a moment, and then stood. She saw the cop standing there and went to him.

			“She’s gone. She told me that I was never…I never meant anything to her, and she was glad that I’d wasted my money on this trip. I’m leaving.”

			“She wasn’t in her mind, miss. She’d been in so much pain that—”

			The tears were real, but the words…they were the ones they’d practiced when they were teenagers to keep her from ending up in jail with Meagen. Someone had to bring the bail money. She put up her hand to the cop to stop him before she broke down.

			“You said so yourself that she was bad. I only thought that…that after all this time she’d be reasonable. I can’t…I have to go. I can’t take this any longer.” She was nearly to the car when she realized she couldn’t drive like that. She was sick to her stomach and needed something, anything to get her over this…if anything ever would…so she detoured to the vending machine in the lot and selected a cola. It was all she could make out on the buttons before she had to sit down. She drank it as she walked to the car.

			Reilly had been there twice before to see Meagen. Once was a long time ago when Reilly had only been sixteen. The next time, the following year, she’d vowed never to return. Now at twenty-two, she was back and knew this time she’d never return. She headed to the small restaurant on Tenth Avenue, to where her sister had directed her to go. Reilly couldn’t imagine what the restaurant had for her, but she had made a promise.

			~~~

			He watched the car pull up and held his breath. An older couple got out of the new car and made their way to the doors as he watched them. He glanced down at the picture in his hand and then out the window again. Though he knew who he was looking for, he was afraid he’d miss her all the same.

			Benton pulled his backpack closer to his body when a man walked by. He was naturally suspicious of everyone, but men terrified him…especially after today, especially after what he’d seen. He’d seen what those men had done to his mom, and for as long as he lived, he’d never forget her screams when they did those things to her. 

			Another car pulled up, and he watched. A woman got out, and he nearly stood to go to her when he realized it wasn’t her. She looked pretty like the woman in the picture, but this woman was old. Not like the kid that was staring back at him in the picture, but he was thinking she’d be more like his real mom.

			He knew this woman was his aunt, and he knew that on some level, she was not going to be happy that he was her nephew. His mom had told him that he was her secret and that no matter what happened to her, he was to never, ever tell anyone what he knew. And Benton knew a lot. 

			The woman went to the counter and spoke to the waitress. When she shook her head, Benton had a feeling that he’d been wrong. He stood up and went to her as he’d been told to do and touched her sleeve. When she looked at him, he knew…knew as surely as his mom was his mom, this woman was his aunt.

			“Are you O’Reilly Harlequin?” She nodded. “I have something for you from my…from someone. Would you please come sit with me, and I’ll tell you?”

			She went with him, and he could see that she was hurting. He was, too, but this had to be done. He was hoping she’d tell him to buzz off, making it so he’d be on his own. He knew a lot of six-year-olds that were making it on the streets, and he knew he was smarter than them. When she was asked by the waitress if she wanted something, she nodded to him.

			“You know me, so the least I can do is buy you something to eat if you want it.” He shook his head. He wasn’t going to eat ever again. “I’ll have some water and a couple pieces of toast, please.”

			The waitress walked away, and he and his aunt stared at each other. Benton reached into his backpack and handed her the file his mom had been updating for the past five years. 

			“It’s supposed to tell you what to do.” She nodded and opened the file. He waited, knowing that she’d get to the part he dreaded most of all. When she looked up at him sharply, he nodded. “I’m Benton Harlequin. I’m your nephew.”

			“According to this, you’re my son. It says here that O’Reilly, not Meagen, gave birth to you.” She closed the file and glared. “I’m pretty sure that I’d remember giving birth at fourteen.”

			“She said for you to read it all before you jumped up and left. I’m hoping you just leave. That way, I can make it like every other kid on the street does. I’m pretty smart.”

			“Not very smart if you think you’ll make it at your age.” She picked up the file again after the waitress brought her the toast. “She said that you are very special to some very bad people. Why?”

			“I don’t know. When I was little, she taught me how to find you. Then when I was old enough to come here, she’d make me practice. I’ve been coming here for a long time by myself. Then I’d go home. She didn’t want anyone to take me.”

			Aunt O’Reilly looked out the darkening window, and he could see her tears. “Do you know what happened to your mom? Did you know that someone killed her today?”

			“Yes, ma’am. I was there. They didn’t know it, but I was in the hidey hole.” He watched the door while she continued to cry. “If you don’t want me, it’s okay. I can make it on my own. I got some money, money she saved up for us to run if we…she told me to take it and come here.”

			“I can’t leave you here. I don’t know what is going on, but I won’t leave you here. She made me promise.” She looked back at him and then took out her wallet. “Let’s go, Benny. I have to get out of here before the shit hits the fan. Your mom didn’t say what, but she said that you needed to be kept hidden from anyone here. Do you know anything about it?”

			“No, ma’am.” Not that he would share with her anyway. “I have everything I need. Like I said, we’ve been practicing.”

			Benton followed her out, and they got into the car. He waited for her to start it, but when she laid her head back and closed her eyes, he thought maybe she’d changed her mind, and he could be free. But she turned to him. 

			“I’ll have to drive us back. It’s not far, but it’s far enough. Is there anything you need? Food, anything that I can get you now before we leave?” He shook his head, and she started the car. “I might as well have bought this thing for the mileage it’s going to cost me.”

			He watched her drive for a long while. Then she reached into her bag and pulled out an electronic tablet, telling him to watch movies on it. He followed her directions and was soon watching an old movie he and his mom used to watch. After the movie, he asked if he could get in the back and take a nap. He then crawled over the seat, curled up on the floor, and closed his eyes. 

			He woke a couple times. Once when he heard her talking to someone. He didn’t need to raise his head to realize she was pumping gas at a station. The second time, she’d woke him to ask if he needed to use the bathroom. He did, and as soon as he came out of the dirty men’s room, she was waiting. Neither of them spoke again until they were in the car.

			“I think that…no one but your mom calls…called me O’Reilly. I use it for work, but nothing else. What are you supposed to call me, do you know?”

			He had to clear his throat twice before he could speak. It was suddenly real. His mom was gone, and now he was with this woman. And even though he’d heard about her all his life, he didn’t know her. 

			“Mom. I’m supposed to call you mom, so nobody knows.” He stretched out on the seat this time. “I’m really sorry about this. I really am.”

			“Me too, kid. Me too.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Four years later

			Daniel Hunter wasn’t happy. In fact, he was pretty close to being really pissed off. He’d been waiting on this woman to see him for over a month, and now that he had it all set up, she’d bailed on him. Again.

			“I’m so sorry, Daniel. You must think I’m a real ninny.” Not ninny, he wanted to scream at her, but more like an inconsiderate bitch. But he only smiled. “I have completely forgotten about Pogo’s vet appointment. He’s getting f-i-x-e-d, you know.”

			The dog in question looked up at him with confused eyes. He knew just how the mutt felt. But Mrs. Elisha Pressman was old, ninety-four on her last birthday, and not getting any younger, and her family wanted her to get settled before it was too late. 

			Too late for what he didn’t know. She’d be around when he was kicking up daisies. He smiled at her as she settled in his car. He’d have to get the sucker fumigated when this was done. He didn’t care for little dogs in general, anyway, and this one stank.

			“No problem at all, ma’am. I have some errands to run while you’re inside, and by the time this is finished, I can run you back home. We can set up an appointment some other time.” Over his dead body. So far, he’d been to her house four times, and every time he’d taken her somewhere, the doctor, the grocery, and once to the cemetery when she’d forgotten to put flowers on her friend’s grave last month. Now the vet. Nope, he was done.

			Daniel was going into the drugstore when his phone rang. He almost didn’t answer it, sure it was someone he was avoiding. He’d been avoiding a lot of people lately. Especially his family. But he answered, and as soon as Kasey started talking, he wondered if she’d notice if he closed the phone on her.

			“…he said it’s too much for him, and the opening is in two weeks. I don’t have time to find another potter between now and then. What the hell am I supposed to do?”

			It took several seconds for his mind to catch up with her. Potter. Okay, no clue. Then he remembered the grand opening of the Artisan’s Way Foundation. The grand opening? The place must have been a lot further along than he’d realized. Of course, having nearly the entire state involved in the thing was a way to get a project from conception to completion in just under seven months. He realized she was waiting for something.

			“Can’t you just go to some studio and find somebody to fill in until you find something more permanent?” Her laughter, bitter and cold sounding, made him want to strangle her. “I’m trying here, Kasey. Cut me some slack.”

			“I’m sorry, but I’ve tried everyone I know. I don’t have a clue and the guy who wanted to work with us no matter what had designed the place to take up almost all the ground floor.” He didn’t have a clue.

			“Listen, I’m supposed to drop this woman off at her house in about an hour. Once I get rid of her, I’ll come by your office. I need to talk to Royce, anyway.”

			“Who are you getting rid of? That Mary person? Oh, Daniel, I told you not to see her. She’s bad news.”

			“It’s Mrs. Pressman. And this is why I stay away. You guys are trying to sell me off to the first female you see.” He snapped his mouth closed. He’d not meant to say that out loud. “I’m sorry, Kasey. I’m frustrated and tired.”

			She was quiet, and he felt worst for it. He was nearly ready to tell her again how sorry he’d been when she spoke. His heart hurt more.

			“Don’t worry about it. And I’m sorry about the matchmaking. I guess the rest of us are so happy we wanted to…I hear Lee crying. I have to go.”

			He closed his phone and his eyes. Way to go asshole. He walked over to the greenhouse that his family owned and saw Joey on the phone. When she hung up as he walked in the door, he knew she’d already spoken to Kasey. He started for the counter when a kid walked in front of him.

			“Can I get this filled with some flowers?” The kid laid the beautiful vase on the counter and then took out some cash. “I have forty dollars to fill it this time.”

			“Sure. What are we filling it with, do you know?” Joey asked, and the kid shook his head. “Okay. You said this time. Have you filled this vase before?”

			Joey picked up the vase and looked on the bottom. She nearly bobbled it before she set it gently on the counter again and took a step back. The kid looked at her strangely.

			“Where’s that other lady? The one that always helps me with this? She knows what to fill it with. I like her.” Daniel wanted to laugh at Joey’s expression. The kid obviously didn’t care much for Joey’s kind of help.

			“Where did you get this vase,” she asked him sharply. “This is a Harlequin vase, and it’s very expensive. And Patty doesn’t work here anymore. She’s…she died last winter.”

			The kid looked at Daniel as if to say “what the hell” before he turned back to Joey. “I know what it is. I just want it filled with pretty flowers like the other lady did. She knew what to do with it and all.”

			His voice gave the impression that he thought Joey wasn’t all there. Daniel could see her start to bristle. She had a fine temper when she was pissed off. He decided to save the kid. 

			“She’s just trying to find out where you got the vase. Why don’t you simply tell her? Then she’ll take your order.” He smiled, and the kid took a deep breath. He looked at Joey as he picked up the vase.

			“I should get going. Mom will wonder what’s taking me so long, anyway. It’s just that…look, I’m sorry, but could you please just fill it with pretty flowers for me? Then take it to the hospital or somewhere and give it to somebody who doesn’t have any?”

			Daniel looked at Joey, then back at the kid. “You want her to fill it with flowers and give them to a stranger? Kid, that doesn’t make sense. I don’t know a lot about vases, but that one is probably worth five grand. And you want Joey here just to give it to someone who doesn’t have any? Why?”

			“I can’t give her flowers anymore on her birthday. And every year that other lady helped me give them to her cause she’s…‘cause she died.” He looked at Joey. “I can’t give her the flowers, so I want you to give them to someone who can smell them and stuff.” He shoved the vase and the money at her again. “I’ll have my mom come in and tell you I didn’t steal the vase. It’s mine. I earned it.”

			He went out of the door quickly. Before Daniel could gather himself up to go after him, the kid was gone. Looking down both sides of the street, he shook his head. The kid was fast. He went back into the shop to find Joey gone and her helper at the register. He went to the back to find her.

			“Help me look,” he told her. “Patty helped this kid for some time, and I’m going to find out who he is. Then I’m calling his mother and finding out what the hell he’s doing with a five thousand dollar vase to give away.”

			He had to leave, but he promised her he’d return to help when he took Mrs. Pressman home. On his way out the door, he stopped and ordered roses for Kasey and a very heartfelt apology note. He was sticking it with the flowers when his phone rang again.

			“Mrs. Pressman just called. She said you abandoned her at the vet, and Pogo is spending the night.” Jesse, his brother and partner, laughed. “I take it you didn’t get her to sign the power of attorney.”

			He got into his car as he told him what had happened. Ten minutes later, he was in front of the vet and still talking to Jesse. His mood wasn’t getting any better. “And after pissing off Kasey, I went to get some flowers, and this kid nearly runs me over with this vase that cost more than my first car. He claimed somebody died, and he sent flowers to people who didn’t have any to make up for it. I call bullshit. The kid is probably some thief and will more than likely claim Joey stole it from him.”

			But Daniel didn’t think that was true, either. The kid looked clean-cut and well mannered. He’d been frustrated yes, and a little short, but who knew why? He opened the door just as the rider was coming out of the office. 

			“I’ll see you for dinner. Tonight. Mom said if you don’t show, she’s hunting you down and making you come. I don’t think I’d fuck with her. She said she was tired of you ducking out all the time.”

			He knew he’d been, too. He just couldn’t stand all the lovey-dovey shit that went on between him and his brothers and their new wives. He couldn’t even hang out with Alex or Jared anymore because they, too, seemed to be trying to get him married off. He wasn’t fucking getting married. But he knew he’d been away long enough. It was time to appease his mom until he could skip them again. Sighing, he told Jesse he’d be there.

			After dropping off Mrs. Pressman, he went back to the shop. Joey had just figured it out when he walked in the back room. He was glad. He needed to go home and girth up before the family pounced on him.

			“His name is Benny Harlequin…oh shit, you don’t think he’s related to the old buzzard, do you?”

			~~~

			Reilly looked at the pot she’d just thrown and frowned. It was nice, but it didn’t look like she’d thought it would. She was cocking her head to the side to get a better angle when she heard a voice at the door.

			“Might as well start over. When you get that look in your eye, it means it’s not what you dreamed, or what the clay told you it would be. So toss it.” Benny grinned at her. “Or you can let me have it. I can make it work.”

			She smashed it down and cut it off the bat, then put another hunk of clay on the next bat and leaned down to center the clay on it. The “bat,” or a large piece of laminated wood, served as her wheel. When she was finished throwing, she’d pull the bat up and set it on the shelves next to her before repeating the process. She’d never really understood why it was called a bat other than when the wet clay hit it when she put it together. It made the sound of a ball hitting a bat, a real wooden one.

			“How was school today? Did you have any problems with that math quiz?” She had the ball centered and now leaned upright to get her sponge. “We’re having pizza for dinner if you want.”

			“Sure.” He walked around her studio, and she knew something more than his mom’s birthday was bothering him. “This lady might call. There is a new person that owns the flower shop we go to, and she didn’t like that I had the vase. I didn’t think about checking first. I’m sorry.”

			Benny took the seconds. Sometimes she’d mark them with her stamp, but it didn’t matter. Most of the time, they ended up in one of his projects, anyway. But this time it did.

			“I’ll call her. What did you tell her?” He shrugged. He looked at her for a second and then shrugged again.

			She finished pulling the vase up and then finished it off by putting a foot on the bottom. She made this one curved, like she did sometimes, and wiped the inside of extra water with her sponge. She stood up, leaving the vase where it was.

			They were in the kitchen, putting together supper when the house phone rang. They only gave it out when they had to give a number. He and she were the only two people with their cell phone numbers, so the house phone was for everything else. She’d learned from him to be careful over the years, and she’d been working on keeping them safe any way she could…including finding people to train her how to fight dirty. But her work had to stay.

			“Hello, Mrs. Harlequin. My name is Joey Hunter. I own Patty’s. I think your son was in today, and I wanted to talk to you about it.” Reilly didn’t correct the woman in her thinking that Benny was her son or that she was married.

			“He told me. I gave it to him. I picked it up at a second-hand shop a few weeks ago and told him he could have it. No harm. Did you fill it for him?” She looked over at Benny when he seemed frozen in the spot. She reached over and pulled his stiff body to hers and held him for as long as he’d let her.

			“No. I will, but not…it’s a second? I couldn’t see a single thing wrong with it. It’s one of the more beautiful pieces I’ve seen of his work. Do you know him?”

			“No, just the same last name. That’s kind of why I collect them.” Reilly rolled her eyes. “Well, if there’s nothing else, I have supper to put together.” She hung up.

			They were sitting down to salads and pizza when he finally spoke. “He didn’t scare me.”

			Reilly looked up from her bite that was nearly to her mouth. “Who? What man didn’t scare you?”

			Her heart was pounding. Ever since the two of them had packed up and moved to Ohio soon after she’d gone back to New Jersey, he’d shied away from people. It had only been recently that he’d let her hug him, but men still terrified him.

			“There was a man at the shop when I went in. He was coming in as I was putting the vase up. He didn’t touch me or nothing, but he didn’t make me sweat, either.”

			“Anything, he didn’t touch you or anything.” She put her slice down and took a deep breath. “Did you hear his name? Do you think he was…I don’t know looking for you?”

			She still had nightmares about seeing her sister. She knew that Benny had seen her, too, had actually seen them hurting her. She couldn’t imagine what he was going through with that knowledge. And even after all this time, she still had to try and not scream out in the middle of the night. She knew that he had dreams, too, but she wasn’t allowed to go to him. 

			“No, ma’am. He didn’t seem like it. He just didn’t make me feel like he would hurt me.” He looked down at his dinner. “He made me feel safe for some reason.”

			After Benny went to bed, she went back out to her studio. She didn’t throw anything tonight but went into her office and sat behind her big desk. Reaching behind her in the small refrigerator, she pulled out a bottle of water and sipped it. The view from her office window nearly always calmed her, but tonight her mind was too busy.

			The backpack that Benny had had with him was still in his room. Whenever she’d started to pick it up, he’d snatch it away from her and stand back. She didn’t touch it often, but when she did, she always apologized. She often wondered what he had in there.

			The file that her sister had given her was still in the drawer here on this desk. She’d read it over finally and had several times since. Meagen had made arrangements. She’d called them to keep her son safe. She’d hinted that Benny knew things, but after that first night, after they fled across the states, she’d never asked him again. 

			Picking up the folder now, she opened it to the picture he’d given her when they’d met. It was of her when she’d been sixteen. He’d told her he almost missed her because the picture had been so old. Now, while she was sure he didn’t completely trust her, he did love her. And she loved him with all her heart and then some.
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